Out of wedlock by Marchhart, Eva
 
 
 
 
 
DIPLOMARBEIT 
 
 
Titel der Diplomarbeit 
„Out of Wedlock:  
Extra-Marital and Unmarried Pregnancies as 
Reflected in Selected Short Fiction by Contemporary 
Irish Women Writers“ 
 
 
 
Verfasserin  
Eva Marchhart, Bakk.phil. 
 
 
angestrebter akademischer Grad 
Magistra der Philosophie (Mag.phil.) 
 
 
Wien, 2011 
 
Studienkennzahl lt. Studienblatt: A 343 
Studienrichtung lt. Studienblatt: Anglistik und Amerikanistik 
Betreuer: Ao. Univ.-Prof. Mag. Dr. Franz Wöhrer 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
DECLARATION OF AUTHENTICITY 
 
I confirm to have conceived and written this Diploma Thesis in 
English all by myself. Quotations from other authors are all clearly 
marked and acknowledged in the bibliographical references, either 
in the footnotes or within the text. Any ideas borrowed and/or 
passages paraphrased from the works of other authors have been 
truthfully acknowledged and identified in the footnotes. 
 
         
Signature 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
HINWEIS 
 
Diese Diplomarbeit hat nachgewiesen, dass die betreffende 
Kandidatin oder der betreffende Kandidat befähigt ist, 
wissenschaftliche Themen selbstständig sowie inhaltlich und 
methodisch vertretbar zu bearbeiten. Da die Korrekturen der/des 
Beurteilenden nicht eingetragen sind und das Gutachten nicht 
beiliegt, ist daher nicht erkenntlich mit welcher Note diese Arbeit 
abgeschlossen wurde. Das Spektrum reicht von sehr gut bis 
genügend. Die Habilitierten des Instituts für Anglistik und 
Amerikanistik bitten diesen Hinweis bei der Lektüre zu beachten.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reflecting badly on the ‘moral character’ of the woman, 
unmarried motherhood carried a stigma 
that was almost impossible to shake.1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Luddy, “Unmarried“, 110. 
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1. Introduction 
 
 The thesis at hand aims at analysing how extra-marital and unmarried 
pregnancies are reflected in short stories by contemporary Irish women writers. 
In comparison to other European countries, Ireland occupies an extraordinary 
position as far as legal regulations on childbirth and related topics are 
concerned. Together with Malta, Ireland is the only country in Europe in which 
abortions are generally forbidden.1 Since 1992, abortions have been carried out 
in Ireland only when there is a substantial threat to the expectant mother’s life.2 
Furthermore, contraception was for a long time not available in Ireland. It is only 
since 1993 that condoms have been legally purchasable without restrictions.3 
What is more, Irish society did and partially still does disapprove of unmarried 
mothers. Single mothers and their children, thus, were confronted with a stigma 
that was almost impossible to cope with, especially in the 20th century. As a 
consequence, extra-marital and unmarried pregnancies often meant an 
economic as well as social destruction of the mother’s as well as her child’s 
life.4  
 
In order to provide for a theoretical background on the topic, the first 
chapter of this thesis is devoted to a discussion of Ireland’s strict legal and 
political treatment of women in regard to the matters of childbirth, contraception 
and motherhood. The major focus is set on the events shortly before and after 
Eamon de Valera’s Constitution of 1937, as the most important political events 
took place in this period. Subsequently, facts and figures on childbearing in 
Ireland are compared to statistics of other European countries in order to 
highlight Ireland’s outstanding position in this matter.  
 
After briefly discussing the traditional male breadwinner family model of 
the Irish, the focus is shifted on extra-marital and unmarried pregnancies in an 
Irish context. A historical overview on unmarried mothers’ treatment in Ireland 
                                                 
1 Cf. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/6235557.stm, n.p. 
2 Cf. Simpson, n.p. 
3 Cf. http://www.ifpa.ie/index.php/eng/Media-Info/History-of-Sexual-Health-in-Ireland, n.p. 
4 Cf. Luddy, “Rescue“, 807. 
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forms the basis of this chapter. Moreover, their hopeless life in institutions such 
as workhouses and Magdalen Asylums is discussed. Then, the situation of lone 
mothers in the past and present is explored.  
 
The next chapter deals with the tradition of Irish short story writing as well 
as the rise of Irish women writers over the past decades. Subsequently, concise 
plot summaries provide an overview on the texts selected for analysis. The 
short stories chosen are all realistic slice-of-life stories, which have been 
published in 1943 and between 1997 and 2006. 
 
In chapter 5, an extensive and critical discussion of the short stories 
selected is provided. To show the different ways of coping with an illicit 
pregnancy, the short stories are grouped into subchapters according to their 
thematic orientation. The first subchapter covers stories in which an unmarried 
or extra-marital pregnancy leads to the decision of giving the baby up for 
adoption. In the second subchapter, abortion is regarded as a suitable solution 
to the problem of lone motherhood. Subchapter three deals with a story in which 
the mother of three illegitimate children brings such disgrace over her family 
that her brothers even provoke her death. The subsequent subchapter includes 
short stories in which the protagonist decides to raise the illegitimate child alone 
as a single mother, despite the stigma that is attached to lone motherhood. In 
the last subchapter, the people involved find unconventional ways of raising an 
illegitimate child in secret.  
 
 In the end, the major insights and outcomes are summarised in a concise 
conclusion. Furthermore, the stories’ authenticity and realistic approach are 
critically debated. 
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2. Irish Women and Childbirth - A Historical Perspective 
 
Since this thesis deals with the way extra-marital and unmarried 
pregnancies are reflected in Irish women’s short fiction, it is essential to provide 
an insight into what life for (illegitimate) mothers in Irish society was and is like. 
Therefore, the subsequent chapters are aimed at giving a historical overview on 
selected events in the course of Ireland’s recent history. After a brief discussion 
of women’s situation in the past centuries, the major focus is set on the events 
shortly before and following Eamon de Valera’s Constitution of 1937. In this 
period, namely, the most important political events as regards motherhood have 
taken place. Moreover, a discussion of Irish women’s sexuality and information 
on facts and figures related to childbirth in Ireland are provided. Then, a further 
subchapter presents a short depiction of the traditional Irish family. 
Subsequently, the focus is set on a discussion of extra-marital and unmarried 
pregnancies among Irish women in the past and present. The last subchapter 
deals with the growing number of single mothers - partially resulting from extra-
marital and unmarried pregnancies - and their lives in Irish contemporary 
society.  
 
 
2.1 Being a Mother in Irish Society 
 
In the early 20th century, Irish women’s situation was largely determined 
by class, education, geographical location and religion. In urban regions like 
Dublin or Belfast, women contributed to political and cultural activities, such as 
the Suffragette Movements, Sinn Féin or the Irish Workers’ Union. In 1922, the 
Irish Free State Constitution granted the right to vote to all women older than 
21.5 However, women’s lives were severely restricted with the advent of Eamon 
de Valera’s Constitution in 1937.6 
 
                                                 
5 Cf. Weekes, “Figuring”, 101. 
6 See chapter 2.1.1 for a more detailed discussion of de Valera’s Constitution. 
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As far as Ireland’s historical development of social policies regarding 
motherhood and related topics is concerned, there has been comprehensive 
research over the past years.7 In regard to medical care, the Public Health Act 
of 1878 meant a major improvement for Irish people. It moreover marked the 
beginning of Ireland’s public health system. Of additional importance to mothers 
and their children was the 1907 Notification of Births Act, which entitled the 
urban sanitary authorities to introduce health visiting for mothers and their 
infants.8 
 
 Another major achievement with regard to women’s health was the 
improved training of medical staff. Until the 17th century, midwifery was 
regarded as an unclean profession which could only be practiced by women. 
These women, for lack of medical knowledge, failed to take precautions as far 
as hygiene and sterility were concerned and thus often caused severe 
infections which regularly led to a woman’s death. Moreover, although they 
were women themselves, they were not familiar with the female reproductive 
organs.9 This lack of professional training was resolved in 1773, when the first 
formalised midwifery education was introduced. From then on, it was gradually 
acknowledged that a profound medical training is of utmost importance in 
midwifery. To ensure better education and training for midwives, thus, the 
Midwives Act was introduced in England in 1902. In Ireland, however, this Act 
was not enacted until 1917. The Midwives (Ireland) Act from then on allowed 
only trained, registered women to work as midwives.10 This granted more 
qualitative medical service for expectant mothers since unqualified midwives 
were not allowed to practice. However, increased promotion of medical training 
led to the removal of midwives from their role as primary carers for mothers. 
The midwives’ position was then replaced by male doctors and obstetricians. 
Thus, the development of childbearing over the past century is characterised by 
a process of masculinisation as well as mechanisation.11  
 
                                                 
7 Cf. Kennedy, “Maternity”, 36. 
8 Cf. Kennedy, “Maternity”, 37-38. 
9 Cf. Rich, 134-140. 
10 Cf. Kennedy, “Maternity”, 37. 
11 Cf. Ryan, “Childbirth”, 255. 
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 As far as financial needs were concerned, the 1911 National Insurance 
Act contributed to making life for mothers easier by ensuring a once-off 
payment of 30 shillings. This maternity benefit was paid to an insured worker or 
his wife in order to enable them to afford the extra expenses associated with 
childbirth.12 Moreover, it should encourage women to stay at home with the 
child instead of going out to work.13 Other means to make mothers remain at 
home were introduced later in Irish history, such as the marriage bar which 
prohibited married women from working as public servants and national school 
teachers.14  
 
After the newly independent Ireland had emerged in 1922, the population 
was suffering from the outcomes of the antecedent decade which was 
characterised by the violent struggle for freedom. Ireland finally became 
independent, but was an underdeveloped and poor country with a high rate of 
unemployment. As a consequence, many people left the land in search for the 
better. The majority of emigrants were women who, in Ireland, only had limited 
access to work and thus were mainly occupied in agriculture or domestic 
service.15 Between 1885 and 1920, an estimated number of 700,000 Irish 
women emigrated to the United States. Many of them were mothers who were 
looking for improved conditions of living or saw emigration as a “solution” for an 
unwanted pregnancy.16 Ireland’s financial situation was especially tough for Irish 
mothers, who were most affected by poverty. As a result of the constant 
undersupply, 120 out of 1,000 Irish babies died in their first year of life in 1926.17 
 
In 1927, the “Report of the Commission on the Relief of the Sick and 
Destitute Poor including the Insane Poor” was designated to help, amongst 
others, poor women. However, it did not value all women similarly, but 
differentiated between married mothers, widows and unmarried mothers. The 
group of unmarried mothers was once more divided into two groups, namely 
                                                 
12 Cf. Kennedy, “Maternity”, 38. 
13 Cf. Barrington, R. Health, Medicine and Politics in Ireland, 1900-1970, Institute of Public 
Administration, Dublin, 1987, 76, cited in Kennedy, “Maternity”, 38. 
14 Cf. Clear, “De Valera”, 104; MacCarthy, 104; Daly, “Women”, 76; Kennedy, “Maternity”, 42; 
Ingman, “Fiction”, 11. 
15 Cf. Kennedy, “Maternity”, 40. 
16 Cf. Neville, 270-276. 
17 Cf. Kennedy, “Maternity”, 41. 
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those “who may be considered amenable to reform” and those “regarded as 
less hopeful cases” (Kennedy, “Maternity”, 41), namely married women who 
had children out of wedlock.18 At this point it should be mentioned that the role 
of illegitimate mothers and their children is discussed in more detail in one of 
the subsequent chapters. 
 
Irish women also had to bear restrictions as far as their sexuality and 
reproduction were concerned. Contraceptives were indeed legally purchasable 
between 1922 and 1935; however, the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1935 
completely banned the sale and importation of artificial birth control devices.19 
The first restriction as regards contraceptives, however, had come into effect 
already six years before with the 1929 Censorship of Publications Act which 
prohibited books and other information about birth control.20 
 
After providing a brief overview on some of the major events that have 
taken place in Irish history in regard to motherhood, the following chapters are 
attributed to a closer examination of a mother’s life in Ireland from the 1930s 
until today. In these years, the major political steps concerning motherhood and 
childbirth have taken place. Therefore, the most important political as well as 
legal incidents over the past eight decades are discussed in greater detail. 
Subsequently, women’s struggle for a self-determined sexual life is highlighted. 
As the last subchapter, facts and figures on childbirth in Ireland are presented 
and discussed. 
 
 
2.1.1 The Conception of Motherhood in Ireland from the 1930s to the 
Present 
 
In the 20th century, Irish women had to face severe social as well as 
economic, cultural and political restrictions. Mainly responsible for this was 
Article 41 of Eamon de Valera’s 1937 Constitution, which declared the family as 
                                                 
18 Cf. Report of the Commission on the Relief of the Sick and Destitute Poor including the 
Insane Poor, 1927, cited in Kennedy, “Maternity”, 41; Garrett, 332. 
19 Cf. Conroy, 128; Sawyer, 115. 
20 Cf. Daly, “Marriage”, 574; Weekes, “Figuring”, 102; Luddy, “Rescue”, 797; Brown, 30. 
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the “basic unit of social organization” (Goodby, 255) and the home as the 
proper place for all women21: 
  
1.1 The State recognizes the Family as the natural primary and 
fundamental unit group of Society, and as moral institution possessing 
inalienable and imprescriptible rights, antecedent and superior to all 
positive law. 
 
1.2 The State, therefore, guarantees to protect the Family in its 
constitution and authority, as the necessary basis of social order and as 
indispensable to the welfare of the Nation and the State.  
 
2.1 In particular, the State recognizes that by her life within the home, 
woman gives to the state a support without which the common good 
cannot be achieved. 
 
2.2 The State shall, therefore, endeavour to ensure that mothers shall 
not be obliged by economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect 
of their duties in the home. (Bunreacht Na hÉireann) 
 
 
De Valera’s 1937 Constitution was largely influenced by the Roman 
Catholic Church which saw Ireland in danger of a moral crisis since there was a 
growing number of illegitimate births. Thus, the new Constitution was meant to 
give the state and the Church more control over Irish citizens and mothers in 
particular.22 Women were expected to fulfil their assigned roles as housewives 
and mothers; their ultimate duty was to care for their children and husbands.23 
This status as a caring mother and housewife guaranteed Irish women a high 
social standing of prestige and respect.24 
 
For the sake of the nation, woman’s role was to be confined to the home 
where she was to ensure the stability of the state, the preservation of the 
family and the upholding of Catholic values. (Ingman, “Fiction”, 11) 
 
 As already indicated, the Catholic Church occupied a very dominant role 
in Ireland in the beginnings of the 20th century. Especially as far as sexuality 
and motherhood were concerned, the Church strongly upheld its conservative 
views and, together with the state, put enormous pressure on Irish women. It 
                                                 
21 Cf. Weekes, “Figuring”, 100. 
22 Cf. Kennedy, “Maternity”, 44-45. 
23 Cf. Robinson, 58-59; Weekes, “Figuring”, 100. 
24 Cf. Weekes, “Figuring”, 100. 
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emphasised child-bearing as women’s main role and identified the home as her 
proper place.25 Moreover, the Church preached the importance of marriage and 
the family and “the evils of all sexual activity not aimed at procreation” (Horgan, 
n.p.).26 Consequently, artificial contraception was completely forbidden from 
1935 until 1979.27 As regards childbearing, therefore, women had little control 
and were mostly committed to their husbands’ lust.28 In short, the better part of 
women’s lives in 20th-century Ireland was characterised by the absence of 
access to artificial birth control and abortion as well as the enormous pressure 
by both state and Church to fulfil the assigned role of the proper Irish mother 
and housewife.29 
 
 De Valera’s Constitution officially declared Irish women’s confinement to 
the domestic sphere as a national goal.30 Setting the focus on Article 41.2, the 
shift between “woman” and “mothers” in the Constitution’s wording is 
particularly interesting. It proposes that all women were regarded as mothers or 
should be mothers in the state’s perception. Moreover, it implies that the two 
terms are used synonymously.31 As Scannell points out, the article allows two 
different readings: It could either be perceived as a tribute to mothers and as 
economic protection, or it could be regarded as a restriction of women’s lives to 
the home.32 Regardless of the Constitution’s intended aim, its wording once 
more makes clear that the highest goal of each Irish woman should be to 
become a full-time mother and housewife. As Terry Eagleton cynically states, 
“[w]omen’s role was to stay at home, bear as many children as possible, and be 
shining examples of Irish modesty and self-sacrifice” (175). 
 
 Since proper women were expected to be devoted to the domestic 
sphere, they were gradually driven out of the labour market. The marriage bar 
of the 1930s, which prohibited married women from working in certain 
vocations, was followed by the Conditions of Employment Act of 1935 which 
                                                 
25 Cf. Hilliard, 139. 
26 Cf. Horgan, n.p. 
27 Cf. Conroy, 128-137. 
28 Cf. Hilliard, 140. 
29 See chapter 2.1.2 for a more detailed discussion of the issues of contraception and abortion. 
30 Cf. Pramaggiore, 114. 
31 Cf. Ingman, “Fiction”, 12; Pramaggiore, 114. 
32 Cf. Scannell, 72. 
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additionally excluded women from several other professions.33 Moreover, the 
Act made it unlawful for companies to employ more women than men.34 
Consequently, more and more women stayed at home and paid deference to 
the state’s dominance. Their work in the domestic sphere, however, was often 
characterised by hard physical labour, involving washing, baking, sewing, 
darning and knitting. Rural women in addition had to feed their livestock, make 
butter and produce other foods.35 Water for cooking and washing had to be 
acquired from a spring or pump which not seldom was a mile away and thus 
had to be carried home over a long distance.36  
 
Women’s lives in the home were often also characterised by domestic 
violence: As research has shown, domestic violence has long been a serious 
issue in Ireland, and it still continues to be. It is estimated that around one fifth 
to one third of all Irish women have at some time been exposed to violence 
within a relationship. In 20th-century Ireland, there were very few laws which 
protected women in the home. In fact, Ireland’s family law statutes did not 
change from the Victorian period until the early 1970s. Thus, domestic violence 
was largely silenced and hidden from the public.37  
 
 Caitriona Clear, however, holds the opinion that women’s lives in de 
Valera’s Ireland were not entirely negative. She acknowledges that there have 
been substantial infringements on women’s rights; however, she says that these 
restrictions were not a result of the prevailing ideology of domesticity. As an 
example she mentions the marriage bar, which, according to her, has been 
introduced to secure jobs for young, single people.38 She claims that 
 
[i]t is inaccurate - to say at least - to depict de Valera’s Ireland as a 
graveyard of women’s rights. It was an intensive care unit, maybe, but 
dedicated attention ensured that the patient survived. The very fact that 
women’s rights were constantly being debated, defined and defended 
indicates that they were very much alive (“De Valera”, 108). 
                                                 
33 Cf. Conroy, 129; Ingman, “Fiction”, 11; Kennedy, “Maternity”, 44. 
34 Cf. Sawyer, 101. 
35 Cf. Ingman, “Fiction”, 15. 
36 Cf. Clear, “Household”, 143-144. 
37 Cf. Ryan, “Feminism“, 97. 
38 Cf. Clear, “De Valera“, 107. 
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Nonetheless, it is a fact that women’s lives in the 1940s and 1950s were 
mainly characterised by their domestic duties and restrictions regarding their 
social, political, economic and cultural lives. It would be wrong, however, to 
describe women in this part of Ireland’s history as entirely passive.39 Women 
slowly began to fight for their rights, and soon the first organisations aimed at 
improving women’s lives came into being, such as the Irish Housewives’ 
Association (IHA) or the Irish Countrywomen’s Association (ICA). The first was 
formed in 1942 by a group of Protestant women and enforced better conditions 
for women in the home. Moreover, it fought for the introduction of school meals 
and a general improvement of poor people’s lives.40 The advent of such a 
woman’s organisation was, as Patterson states, indeed “an unprecedented 
movement for such a patriarchal society” (87). The IHA and ICA can be 
regarded as a link between the suffrage movement and the women’s 
movements of the 1970s. They encouraged women to step out of their passive 
lives as mere mothers and housewives and to challenge their prevalent 
conditions. Few years after the introduction of these women’s organisations, 
they managed to achieve their first successes: In 1944, children’s allowances 
were introduced for every third and subsequent child. Eight years later, this was 
even extended to every second child.41 However, in the beginning payments 
were only made to the head of the household, which generally was the father. 
Only with his nomination, the mother was entitled to receive the allowance.42 
 
In the 1940s, another milestone as regards Irish mothers’ health was 
planned, namely the Mother and Child Scheme which was proposed by the 
1947 Health Act. It aimed at providing free ante-natal and post-natal care for 
mothers as well as free health care for children under the age of 16. However, 
the Roman Catholic Church strongly opposed this scheme since it feared a 
limitation of its powers in regard to (medical) regulations concerning 
motherhood.43 Moreover, it regarded the scheme as a way to undermine the 
                                                 
39 Cf. Fasching, 8. 
40 Cf. Ingman, “Fiction”, 16. 
41 Cf. Ingman, “Fiction”, 16. 
42 Cf. Kennedy, “Maternity“, 56. 
43 Cf. Patterson, 93. 
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privacy of the family, since “the right to provide for the health of children belongs 
to parents not to the state” (Browne, 158-159, cited in Kennedy, “Maternity”, 
57).44 By rejecting the Mother and Child Scheme, thus, the Catholic Church 
clearly made an attempt to further control women’s sexuality and fertility. 
Moreover, also medical professionals militated against the scheme since they 
feared an enormous financial loss. A free health service would have meant 
harsh financial consequences, especially for private practitioners. After the fall 
of the inter-party government and the rise of the new Fianna Fáil, a compromise 
between state, Church and medical professionals could be achieved.45 The new 
Maternity and Infant Care Scheme was outlined in the 1953 Health Act and 
ensured free health care for mothers and infants up to six weeks.46 
 
The 1960s and 1970s saw some major advancements in Irish women’s 
social standing in society. After Eamon de Valera had resigned as Taoiseach in 
1959 and became president47, women’s domestic lives were gradually 
improved. Moreover, a growing number of young women worked in paid jobs 
and thus actively fended for themselves. However, working conditions for many 
women remained fairly unchanged. Access to education was still very limited 
and economic necessity forced many young women, especially those living in 
poor working-class families, to find a job as quickly as possible. Thus, they often 
did not have a choice and accepted low-skilled, poorly paid jobs. At home, men 
still had the final say and officially dominated their wives’ lives: A woman even 
needed her husband’s signature in order to open a bank account.48 
 
 In the 1970s, further major legislative improvements took place. Much 
amelioration of women’s lives can be attributed to the general rise of feminist 
movements in this period. One particularly influential organisation was the Irish 
Women’s Liberation Movement, which was launched in 1970. Their demands 
included women’s equality in the law, equal education and pay, access to 
contraception and a just treatment of single mothers, deserted wives and 
                                                 
44 Cf. Kennedy, “Maternity“, 57. 
45 Cf. Kennedy, “Maternity“, 56-59. 
46 Cf. Ingman, “Fiction”, 16,  
47 Cf. http://www.clarelibrary.ie/eolas/coclare/people/eamon.htm; Ingman, “Fiction”, 17. 
48 Cf. Ingman, “Fiction”, 17-18; Fasching, 9. 
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widows.49 First successes regarding an equal treatment of women and men 
were achieved shortly after the introduction of the movement: The Anti-
Discrimination (Pay) Act of 1974 ensured women equal pay and made sex-
related discrimination unlawful.50 In the same year, the marriage bar was 
removed and three years later, the Equal Opportunities Act of 1977 secured the 
entry of women into the workforce.51 Furthermore, the 1979 Equal Treatment 
Directive marked a turning point in Ireland’s social welfare system since it 
removed discrimination against married women. Women then had the right to 
claim benefit at the same rates as men, such as unemployment assistance.52 
The proportion of women in the labour force consequently increased from 30 
percent in 1961 to 36 percent in 1994. This rise in female workers becomes 
even more explicit when looking at data on married women in the workforce: 
This number rose from 5 percent in 1961 to 33 percent in 1994.53 In 1974, 
women, moreover, finally got the right to have children’s allowances directly 
paid to themselves instead of their husbands.54 Also as far as contraceptives 
were concerned, feminist movements successfully fought for women’s rights.55 
 
From the 1980s to the 1990s, Ireland’s women’s movements had to face 
a backlash which was caused by the economic recession of the mid-80s and 
the rise of conservative thinking, which was a result of Pope John Paul’s visit to 
Ireland in 1979. Consequently, the so-called “pro-life” amendment of 1983 
signified that the life of a mother is not superior to that of her unborn child. 
Moreover, divorce still remained illegal in the 1986 referendum. As a 
consequence, in the subsequent years, various shocking events took place 
around the issues of pregnancy and childbirth: A woman lost her job for 
becoming pregnant from a married man, a 14-year-old girl died together with 
her infant when giving birth in secret and another young woman who lost her 
child when birthing secretly was later accused for murder.56  
                                                 
49 Cf. Ingman, “Fiction”, 19. 
50 Cf. Sawyer, 155, 
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/emire/IRELAND/ANTIDISCRIMINATIONPAYACT1974-IR.htm. 
51 Cf. Murphy, 81. 
52 Cf. Yeates, 159. 
53 Cf. Smyth, 63-64. 
54 Cf. Murphy, 96. 
55 See chapter 2.1.2 for more information on contraception. 
56 Cf. Ingman, “Fiction”, 21-22. 
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Despite these years of backlash, the development of a feminist counter-
culture could not be hindered: An increasing publicity of Irish women writers and 
artists and Women’s Studies at universities developed. With the election of 
Mary Robinson as the first female president in 1990, this quiet revolution 
reached its climax. Ireland defeated Catholic traditionalism and paved the way 
for a new, modern state.57 As Robinson declared in her inaugural speech, “[t]he 
Ireland I will be representing is a new Ireland, open, tolerant, inclusive” (Ingman, 
“Fiction”, 22).58 
 
 The 1990s clearly profited from Robinson’s tolerant and modern attitude: 
In 1993, homosexuality was declared legal, two years later, the ban on divorce 
was removed and the law concerning abortion was gradually relaxed. All in all, 
women’s lives in the 1990s improved tremendously. However, especially as far 
as childcare provisions and other services for working parents are concerned, 
there is still a long way to go.59 
 
 
2.1.2 Women and Sexuality in Ireland - The Struggle for Contraception and 
Abortion 
 
 
[T]here was only one acceptable life path for women - marriage and 
motherhood - and a diminishing tolerance for any type of sexual diversity. 
(McLoughlin, “Women”, 81) 
 
 
Based on its authoritative position, the Catholic Church preached a very 
strict sexual morality in the 20th century. Since it later saw its powers weakened 
by the rise of “new magazines”, “new dances” and “provocative female 
                                                 
57 Cf. Ingman, “Fiction”, 22; Fasching, p. 11. 
58 Cf. Ingman, “Fiction”, 22. 
59 Cf. Ingman, “Fiction”, 23. 
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fashions” (Brown, 29), it imposed censorships on certain films and publications 
in order to stop these bad influences.60  
 
 In conservative Ireland, the prevalent opinion was that women would not 
have any sexual desire. A respectable woman was believed to show three main 
characteristics: First, she had a strong desire to marry and to depend on a male 
breadwinner, second, she accepted her role in the domestic sphere and third, 
her sexuality was totally contained in marriage.61 
 
Betty Hilliard interviewed Irish women who had become mothers in the 
1950s and 1960s as a part of a project on family research. What her 
respondents told her about their experiences concerning sexuality and childbirth 
draws a picture of domination, fear and ignorance. One major aspect of 
women’s domination was the alignment of Church and state in securing 
enforced domesticity. Moreover, many women felt dominated by their 
husbands, who ruled their women socially as well as sexually. As far as their 
marital sexual relations were concerned, many women regarded it as the “right” 
of their husband to have a sexually available wife: “Women couldn’t say no to 
their husbands no matter how bad they felt or anything. It was a sin” (Hilliard, 
148). For lack of contraception, sexual intercourse was always associated with 
pregnancy. Sexual activity, thus, was not experienced as enjoyable by most of 
the respondents, but was always beset with fears62: 
 
Anytime you did have sex you were afraid of your life next day, you have 
this dread … the dread! … ah, no it was like a disaster trying to cope 
again and you’re not able when you were trying to look after all the small 
babies as well.” (Hilliard, 145) 
 
 Moreover, as a result of the strict censorships, the majority of adults did 
not have any knowledge about sex, conception and childbirth.63 Many 
respondents explained that they did not even know how their baby was born: “I 
                                                 
60 Cf. Brown, 29-30. 
61 Cf. McLoughlin, “Women”, 81. 
62 Cf. Hilliard, 139-143. 
63 Cf. Rich, 99; Hilliard, 141. 
 15
remember when I had (name)… I didn’t know how he was born. I had to ask her 
(the nurse)… I asked her where did he come out of?” (Hilliard, 142).  
 
Many women who already had several children and had to struggle 
against poverty went to Church in order to seek absolution. Since the avoidance 
of pregnancy was viewed as sinful by the Church, many religious women asked 
priests for permission to avoid another pregnancy by natural means. In the 
majority of cases, however, their wish was rejected64: 
 
When I had Kate, I had eight. When I had her I went into the priest and 
told him I was avoiding having a family. Eight! I had nothing, I really had 
nothing, and I mean nothing. I’d do without my dinner to feed my children 
and many a day I did. He said come back when you’re ready to have a 
family, he would not give me absolution and I have never been to 
confession since. (Hilliard, 147) 
 
 Some decades earlier, however, women were allowed to use 
contraception since it was legally available for the 13-year-period between 1922 
and 1935.65 After that, a long and exhaustive struggle for the right to use 
contraceptives took place. Contraception was first banned under the 1935 
Criminal Law Amendment Act which prohibited its sale and importation. 
Alternative methods such as the “safe period” (also known as “rhythm method”), 
have been declared as inappropriate by the Church and were thus inhibited.66 
However, experts immediately recognized the dangers of this Bill, namely a 
resulting increase in criminal abortion and infanticide.67  
 
 In 1963, finally, the contraceptive pill was introduced in Ireland, although 
officially only as a cycle regulator since contraception was still forbidden.68 
However, the number of Irish women who took the pill rose steadily - about 25 
percent used it for medical reasons, 75 percent stated to take it for “social 
                                                 
64 Cf. Hilliard, 139-147. 
65 Cf. Conroy, 128. 
66 Cf. Daly, “Marriage“, 575. 
67 Cf. Jackson, 210. 
68 Cf. Irish Family Planning Association, n.p. 
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reasons” (Hug, 86).69 Although this alleviated the lives of many Irish women, 
they still only had very restricted access to contraception. 
 
 This unbearable situation, however, changed in 1970 when the 
Contraception Action Programme, a formation of feminist activists, lawyers and 
doctors, undermined the ban on contraception. They took a train from Dublin to 
Belfast in order to buy condoms and bring them back home.70 Their campaign 
successfully influenced the public mood and made contraception an issue in the 
1977 election. As a result, the Health (Family Planning) Bill of 1978 entitled Irish 
people to use contraceptives on prescription where “the doctor was satisfied 
that they were sought bona fide for the purpose of family planning” (Patterson, 
290). This legislation contributed to a growing rejection of traditionalist Catholic 
values in Ireland, which led to a further improvement of the law concerning 
contraception in 1985. The new family-planning legislation allowed the sale of 
contraceptives to anyone aged over 18. However, the secularising trend was 
still relatively weak, as can be seen in the fact that the attempt to introduce 
divorce failed in 1986.71 
 
In connection with childbirth, moreover, there arose a huge scandal in the 
mid-20th century. From the 1950s to the 1980s, certain Irish hospitals regularly 
performed symphysiotomies on pregnant women. This is a procedure in which 
the pregnant woman’s pubic bones are sawn through in order to facilitate 
labour. This operation was done because Irish people feared that caesarean 
sections would make women refrain from becoming pregnant again and thus 
increasingly use contraception or sterilisation. The whole scandal got public in 
2003 and women concerned only then slowly came forward to talk about the 
dramatic after-effects of symphysiotomies, such as incontinence, lameness and 
chronic pain.72 
  
Although there has been progressive liberalisation of contraceptives 
since the late 1970s, abortion is still a very delicate topic in Ireland. Abortion 
                                                 
69 Cf. Hug, 86. 
70 Cf. Conroy, 132; Patterson, 290; Ingman, “Fiction”, 20. 
71 Cf. Patterson, 290-291. 
72 Cf. Ingman, “Fiction”, 21. 
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was already made illegal in the 19th century under the 1861 Offences Against 
the Person Act. More than 100 years later, in 1983, the first referendum on 
abortion was accepted, which gave a mother equal status to her foetus73: 
 
The State acknowledged the right to life of the unborn and, with due 
regard to the equal right to life of the mother, guarantees in its laws to 
respect, and as far as practicable, by its laws to defend and vindicate 
that right. (Kennedy, “Motherhood”, 301) 
 
Ireland, thus, is the only country in the world in which the fertilised egg 
has an equal status to the woman who carries it.74 This notion got seriously 
challenged by the so-called “X-case” in 1992: A 14-year-old girl who was a 
victim of rape was forced to return back to Ireland from England, where she 
wanted to have an abortion.75 In England, abortions have been legally available 
since 1967.76 However, the girl’s wish of having an abortion was rejected. The 
case caused a huge uproar among Irish citizens and led to a rethinking of the 
prevalent abortion laws. People became aware that a more liberal value system 
was needed.77 Consequently, the High Court decided that abortion is legal 
where there is “a real threat to the life of the mother through possible suicide” 
(Patterson, 292).78  
 
Five years after the X-case, a second complicated case concerning 
abortion laws kept politics and the media busy: A 13-year-old rape victim, who 
later became known as “C-case”, sought termination of her pregnancy in 
England. Although the circumstances of this case were similar to those in the 
“X-case”, this one was treated differently by the media, presumably because the 
girl C was a member of the Irish Travellers. The identity of the girl’s parents was 
revealed by the media and the girl was taken into state custody. However, the 
Children’s Court ultimately allowed the girl to travel to England in order to have 
an abortion.79 Some years later, in a referendum in 2002, the Irish population 
once more was asked to vote to disallow abortion in cases where the woman’s 
                                                 
73 Cf. Conroy, 135; Kelly, n.p.; Mahon, 158-159.  
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75 Cf. Patterson, 292. 
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life was in danger. The referendum was narrowly defeated; only 50,42 per cent 
voted against the removal of suicide as a reason for having an abortion.80  
 
As a consequence of Ireland’s strict laws concerning abortion, many 
women travel to England in order to terminate their pregnancy. As already 
mentioned, Irish women are legally entitled to do so since abortion has been 
available in Britain since 1967.81 The majority of women who seek a termination 
of their pregnancy in England are young urban women between 20 and 29 
years of age.82 In the past decades, more than 100,000 Irish women have had 
an abortion abroad83:  
 
With regard to abortion, Irish women have generally availed of services 
in Britain because abortion in Ireland is unavailable. […] 6,625 women 
who availed of abortion services in Britain gave Irish addresses in 2001 
(Kennedy, “Childbirth”, 78). 
 
In 1991, 4,154 women who gave Irish addresses had abortions in 
England and Wales. It is not known how many Irish women giving other 
addresses have abortions each year. The majority of these women go to 
private, fee-paying clinics. Because of the ban in Ireland on providing 
abortion information, counseling (sic!), and referral, many of these 
women travel abroad unaware of and unprepared for what is ahead of 
them. Many have never been outside Ireland previously (Kelly, n.p.). 
 
Moreover, between the 1920s and 1965, backstreet abortions were a 
common practice in Ireland. The number of women who had illegal abortions 
was particularly high during the time of World War II, when travelling to England 
was restricted.84 As Luker points out, “there were self-induced abortions, 
abortions provided by physicians across the border, abortions provided by 
physicians under ambiguous circumstances, and abortions performed by openly 
nonmedical people” (104). Thus, illegal abortions meant an extremely high risk 
of permanent health damages and even death. 
 
Still today, many Irish women are not satisfied with the prevalent 
situation. They criticise that there is a “lack of clarity as to when abortion may be 
                                                 
80 Cf. Ingman, “Fiction”, 23; Conroy, 137; Patterson, 306. 
81 Cf. Mahon, 157. 
82 Cf. Jackson, 214-215. 
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lawful” (Simpson, n.p.) since Irish law does not clarify what may be perceived as 
a threat to the mother’s life. The European Court of Human Rights therefore 
ruled that Irish abortion laws violated the rights of a woman who had an abortion 
in Britain. The Court argued that Ireland breached the woman’s right to privacy 
since it failed to apply the existing constitutional right to have a legal abortion in 
Ireland. Simpson regards the Court’s ruling as a thought-provoking impulse for 
Ireland. He demands a reconsideration of Ireland’s present laws concerning 
abortion.85 However, as he states, “[t]he current government will be in no rush to 
do so” (n.p.). 
 
 With the legalisation of adoption under the Adoption Act of 1952, an 
alternative to illegal abortions and abortions abroad has been created. In the 
beginnings, however, people employed in professional adoption practices were 
mainly untrained workers who placed thousands of babies a year. In Ireland, 
half of the workers employed in adoption in 1970 did not have training in social 
work. It was not until the 1980s that adoption agencies were set up which 
professionally accompanied mothers and their babies. Since the 1990s, 
however, considerable changes regarding adoption have taken place: Firstly, 
there has been a huge decrease in the number of Irish babies which have been 
given up for adoption; secondly, the number of adoptive parents who apply for 
adopting a child overseas has increased. Under the 1998 Adoption Act, 
moreover, the birth father, who previously was excluded from both legislation 
and adoption agency practice, was granted more rights. In Ireland, particular 
attention is now given to the regulation of search and reunion practices.86 
 
 
2.1.3 Childbirth in Ireland - Facts and Figures 
 
 In Ireland, more than 50,000 women give birth every year. Over 90 
percent of these babies are born by women aged between 15 and 49. Since 
1994, there has been a steady increase in the number of births. In comparison 
with the mid-1980s, however, there are fewer births nowadays: In 1981, there 
                                                 
85 Cf. Simpson, n.p. 
86 Cf. Conway, 181-193. 
 20
were 72,158 births in total, compared with only 54,239 in 2000. This decrease in 
birth rates, however, has already begun in the 1970s. The fall in births concerns 
all age groups, except those between 15 and 19 years of age. In this age group, 
there was an increase of 3,1 percent between 1970 and 2000. At the same 
time, the rate of mothers aged 35 to 49 decreased from 60,3 in 1970 to 24,5 in 
2000. Between 1971 and 1998, the age profile of mothers thus changed 
significantly. Whereas almost 53 percent of first births were to women aged 
between 25 and 35 in 1971, it was nearly 60 percent in 1998.87 This shows that 
the average age of first-time mothers in Ireland has, aside from a slight fall 
between 1955 and 1980, increased over the past decades: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Age of women at birth of first child, 1955-2009.  
Source: Government of Ireland, “Women and Men”, 34. 
 
 
 
 As figure 1 shows, there happened a fall in the average age of first-time 
mothers from 27,5 in 1955 to 24,9 in 1980. Since 1980, the average age rose 
steadily to 29,1 years in 2009.88 Moreover, the illustration shows that the 
proportion of married and unmarried mothers has undergone a similar 
development. 
 
 Since 1970, the traditional extended Irish family has declined and instead 
the nuclear family has emerged. The term nuclear family denotes a family which 
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consists only of the parents and the children.89 Moreover, women nowadays 
tend to have fewer children; the number of women giving birth to more than four 
children decreased from 21,8 percent in 1971 to 4,5 percent in 2000. Thus, 
family size declined considerably in the 1970s. However, compared to the EU, 
Ireland still has one of the highest birth rates and is significantly above the EU 
average.90  
 
 Moreover, as figure 2 shows, the majority of Irish women want to have 
more than three children. Compared to Austria, where the majority of women 
wish to have either no or only one child, the Irish thus have a far greater 
tendency towards starting large families. This can most certainly be attributed to 
the still prevailing model of the typical big Irish family with the female 
homemaker as defined by the Irish Constitution.91 Concerning Austria’s low 
fertility rate, Testa points out that the Eurobarometer 2006 data show that the 
Austrians not only have the lowest ideal family size in the EU, but also the 
lowest intended family size. Testa argues that Austrian people tend to idealise 
smaller families as they are more accustomed to small family sizes since 
Austria was one of the first countries where the total fertility went below 
replacement levels. Thus, many Austrians who are currently in their 
reproductive ages grew up in small families and are therefore used to this family 
size.92 
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Figure 2: Low and high personal ideal family size, by country. Women aged 15 to 
39. 
Source: European Commission, Special Eurobarometer 2006, 70. 
 
 
 
 What is also interesting is the significant increase in the number of births 
occurring outside marriage over the past decades. According to Kennedy93, this 
is a result of the rapid social change Ireland has undergone in this period. This 
includes for instance a change in attitudes towards illegitimate births, but also 
policy changes such as the Status of Children Act of 1987.94 As can be seen in 
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figure 3, Ireland underwent one of the most dramatic changes regarding non-
marital births between 1975 and 1997: It rose from eight percent to 27.95  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Non-marital births per one hundred births. 
Source: Kiernan, 79. 
 
Partly as a consequence of the increasing number of extra-marital births, 
the proportion of lone parents has risen over the past decades. As an example, 
the number of lone-parent families with at least one child aged under 15 has 
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undergone a rapid increase: In the ten-year-period between 1981 and 1991, it 
rose from 29,658 to 44,07196. 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Figure 4: Families with at least one child under 15, by family type, 1981, 1986 and 
1991. 
Source: McCashin, 3. 
 
As far as maternal mortality is concerned, the number of deaths has 
declined dramatically since the 1970s. Today, it is extremely seldom that a 
mother dies while giving birth. This has to do with the increased hospitalisation 
of childbirth and the higher rates of intervention. Thus, the number of mortality 
rates declined from 25 per 100,000 births in 1970 to 2 per 100,000 births in 
2000.97 
 
 
2.2 Traditional Irish Family Life - The Male Breadwinner Model 
 
 
What emerges from the research is that women, in the main, are not 
treated as individuals within the welfare system, but are regarded as 
wives, mothers, daughters - dependants of a male breadwinner. (Byrne, 
141) 
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Ireland is a so-called strong male breadwinner-type state. This, 
according to Jane Lewis, is characterised by “low labour participation rates for 
women, a high incidence of part-time work, underdeveloped childcare, poor 
maternity entitlements and inequality between husbands and wives in relation to 
social security” (Kennedy, “Maternity”, 228).98 However, besides Ireland, also 
other Western States such as the United Kingdom, Germany or France can be 
described as male breadwinner states. Thus, Ireland’s treatment of women as 
regards social welfare is by no means unique.99 
 
The male breadwinner model has its origins in the beginnings of the 
social welfare system itself. The system as such was adopted from the English 
neighbours and foreign to the Irish. The 1838 Poor Law (Ireland) Act provided a 
gendered framework which shaped Ireland’s social welfare entitlements. The 
19th-century workhouse system thus largely made distinctions on the basis of 
gender. Women were regarded economically dependent on their husbands. As 
Yeates indicates, “[i]t was assumed that the male breadwinner would 
adequately provide for the female homemaker until otherwise proven” (148). 
Thus, although more women were poor than men, their poverty could easily be 
disguised by marriage.100 
 
Even in the 20th century, Ireland remained a male breadwinner state. 
This can especially be observed in women’s labour market participation: In 
1992, 37,1 percent of women participated in the labour force, in 2000 it were 
53,9 and in 2010, 56 percent of women went to work. Although the number of 
female workers steadily increased, Ireland still has one of the lowest labour 
market participation rates in the EU.101 Women’s labour market participation 
rates have generally increased in the European countries102, while fertility has 
declined. In Ireland, as compared to the other European countries, female 
participation in the labour market is positioned in the lower midrange, while it 
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has the highest total fertility rate by far among the European countries.103 See 
figure 5 for illustration: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5: Female labour market participation and fertility (2000). 
Source: Del Boca, 159. 
 
Coakley, referring to Pascall, explains women’s dependency on a male 
breadwinner as follows: “Women are dependent because they care for other 
dependents; for children, and for the sick, the handicapped and the elderly. The 
price of such caring work is economic dependence” (183). 
 
As Coulter argues, the typical male breadwinner family is still the 
dominant family pattern in Ireland. However, it exceeds other forms of family 
only by a slim majority and should thus not be considered as the norm. The 
family nevertheless is of great importance for the Irish and is regarded as “a 
source of strength and support” (Coulter, 295).104 
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2.3 Extra-Marital Pregnancies and Unmarried Motherhood in an Irish 
Context - Coping with the Stigma of Illegitimacy 
 
 
While the price of sex within marriage was high, the penalty for sex 
outside marriage was exorbitant. (Horgan, n.p.) 
 
 
Extra-marital pregnancies and unmarried motherhood have a very long 
history. As Pat Thane points out, “[u]nmarried motherhood is an experience as 
old as marriage itself, and one with which few societies have been at ease” 
(11). For a long time, the governments were uncertain about how unmarried 
mothers and their children should be treated and how their financial subsistence 
should be secured. However, unmarried mothers were not always ostracised: 
Before World War II, the attitude towards these mothers and their children was 
relatively tolerant. After the war, though, the public opinion changed and 
unmarried mothers got stigmatised.105  
 
In the beginnings of the 20th century, first legal attempts were made to 
secure an unmarried mother’s and her child’s financial existence. The 
Illegitimate Children (Affiliation Orders) Bill in 1929 demanded subsistence 
payments from the child’s father. However, the mother was still regarded as 
primarily responsible for the child.106 Three decades later, in 1959, the 
Legitimacy Act in Britain made it possible to legitimise children whose parents 
married shortly after their birth. The Act also allowed fathers to apply for custody 
of illegitimate children. Thus, they were granted the same rights as divorced or 
separated fathers.107 Despite these legislative changes in favour of unmarried 
mothers, their public reputation did not change significantly until the 1960s.108  
 
In order to hide their shame, many unmarried mothers in the 19th and 
20th century had to take refuge in institutions such as workhouses or Magdalen 
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asylums.109 In the following chapter, the life of lone mothers in these institutions 
is discussed. 
 
 
2.3.1 ‘Hiding their Shame’: Unmarried Mothers in Workhouses and 
Magdalen Asylums 
 
One major historical key event in the development of Ireland’s social 
welfare system was the Poor Law of 1838. It was the first relief system which 
was made available to the poor people of the country. Among this group of poor 
people was a particularly large number of unmarried mothers and their “bastard 
children” (Luddy, “Unmarried”, 110) as well as other outcast women, such as 
prostitutes.110  
 
In line with the Poor Law, workhouses were built which provided 
accommodation for the poor. Workhouses were always located outside the city 
centre and comprised about 400 to 800 inmates. Access, however, was very 
limited and granted only to old and infirm people as well as destitute children 
and the poor. The majority of people entered the workhouse because of 
unemployment and famine. However, the workhouses were also regarded as “a 
safe-haven for unmarried pregnant girls, married women whose husbands had 
deserted them, and Orphaned Children whose relatives were too old or too poor 
to care for them” (Irish Family Research, n.p.).111   
 
Inmates were categorised, amongst others, according to their age and 
gender. People of different categories were not allowed to communicate with 
each other; thus, it was not seldom that mothers were prevented from seeing 
their children.112 However, as Crossman puts it, “[w]orkhouse regulations were 
far from family-friendly, but they did recognise family ties and obligations” (548) 
since they required families to enter and leave the institution together.113  
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As far as unmarried mothers were concerned, the workhouses soon 
became their chief refuge.114 However, not all unmarried mothers were treated 
equally, as there were strict separations as far as their “morality” was 
concerned: “Grossly immoral women”, including prostitutes and unmarried 
mothers of more than one illegitimate child, were kept separated from “more 
respectable poor inmates” (Luddy, “Unmarried”, 111) in order not to expose the 
more respectable inmates to bad influences.115 
 
Over the years, the proportion of illegitimate children in workhouses 
increased dramatically: in 1853, only 7,5 percent of children in workhouses 
were illegitimate, whereas it was 40 percent in 1859.116 However, infant 
mortality rates in workhouses were very high. Even in 1923, one out of every 
three illegitimate children died within the first year of life.117 
 
For most women, an illegitimate pregnancy meant a social stigma which 
could not be defeated. Once an unmarried woman’s pregnancy was known, it 
was difficult for her to find proper employment. Moreover, many women were 
shunned not only by society, but also by their own families. In the public, extra-
marital pregnancies were regarded as immoral and a drain on public resources. 
Thus, the unmarried mother soon became “a symbol of unacceptable sexual 
activity and a problem that had the potential to blight the reputation not only of 
the family but of the nation” (Luddy, “Unmarried”, 110).118  
 
If a woman became pregnant outside wedlock, she was forced to leave 
home and enter one of the institutions for unmarried mothers. When parents 
tried to protect their daughter, the priest came to them, “[…] telling them it was 
their Christian duty to turn their back on their child” (Horgan, n.p.). Therefore, 
even the parents were completely powerless and had no choice but to abandon 
their child.119 
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In the workhouse, unmarried mothers could hide their shame. Although 
they entered it voluntarily, once inside “they were subjected to strict discipline 
and limitations as to their freedom of movement” (Luddy, “Unmarried”, 117). In 
these institutions, it was argued, people could learn regular habits, obedience 
and change their lives at last.120 Life in the institution, therefore, was 
characterised by strict routines: Every day, inmates had to work for a minimum 
of eleven hours, involving amongst others weaving, knitting, laundry service, 
carpentry and nursery.121 The food people got in the workhouse was so minimal 
that many women voluntarily carried out extra tasks in order to get an extra 
portion of food as payment. This additional food, however, could only be earned 
by hard and repulsive work: “Those who washed the dead, cleaned the ‘toilets’ 
or nursed deserted children got a pint of porter daily for their exertions” 
(McLoughlin, “Workhouses”, 724).122 
 
Inmates’ children were sent to the workhouse schools or, when they 
were twelve years or older, were “boarded out” with members of the community 
in order to attend local school and work as apprentices.123 
 
 The breaking of the strict workhouse rules was severely punished. An 
inmate who refused to work was given 24 lashes and had to do without dinner 
for one week. Female inmates often had to break stones if they acted against 
the rules.124 Thus, living in a workhouse meant “the loss of civic […] rights” 
(Crossman, 547). 
 
However, not all inmates were treated equally harshly. “First offenders”, 
namely mothers of one illegitimate child, were often regarded as unfortunate 
rather than immoral. Thus, they were offered secrecy and the institution gave 
them the possibility of returning to society with an intact reputation. The homes, 
thus, allowed for a secret delivery of an illegitimate child. Women who had more 
than one illegitimate child, however, were “detained until it was considered 
                                                 
120 Cf. Crossman, 547. 
121 Cf. Irish Family Research, n.p. 
122 Cf. McLoughlin, “Workhouses”, 723-724. 
123 Cf. Irish Family Research, n.p. 
124 Cf. Irish Family Research, n.p. 
 31
suitable for her to return to society” (Luddy, “Rescue”, 805). Moreover, more 
than one pregnancy out of wedlock was put on a level with mental deficiency.125 
 
As McLoughlin argues, however, the perception of workhouses as 
inhumane institutions is a “popular stereotype” (“Workhouses”, 722) which has a 
more complex reality. In fact, McLoughlin states, workhouses were not opened 
in order to torment their inmates. Rather, they were designated to help Ireland’s 
poor people by alleviating their life situation. Restrictions in the inmate’s mobility 
also had profound reasons: The destitute could be prevented from going to 
Britain where they caused social unrest and reduced the living standards.126 
 
During the Great Famine in the 19th century, the workhouse system was 
slightly changed: Widows, who were regarded as the most deserving single 
mothers, were granted outdoor relief, which meant that they could stay at home 
and still receive relief. Since the Great Famine represented an enormous crisis 
to the Irish, however, they soon had to extend these rights to other people in the 
workhouse. Single women and orphan girls emigrated to Britain, while single 
Irish women who already lived in England were forced to return to Irish 
workhouses. Thus, even in the workhouse unmarried mothers were a 
stigmatised group.127 
 
In the Irish Free State after 1922, opinions about unmarried mothers 
reached from innocent victims to “corrupting agents” (Luddy, “Unmarried”, 112). 
As far as illegitimacy was concerned, official statistics were very low with a 
percentage of about 2,6 percent of all births. However, there was a rise in 
illegitimacy levels which was attributed to a decrease in parental control during 
the time of war.128 In 1923, the Poor Law unions were abolished and many 
workhouses were reorganised as county homes. Moreover, many charities were 
found which were concerned with unmarried mothers.129 Workhouses, however, 
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continued to play an important role in Irish society until 1948, when they were 
replaced by the Welfare State system.130  
 
Workhouses were very different from other charitable institutions such as 
Magdalen asylums, where female inmates lost not only their rights, but also 
their identity.131 In Magdalen asylums, they were forbidden to use their real 
names and to talk about their past lives. Moreover, any contact to the outside 
world was cut off. Once in the institution, their daily lives consisted of “prayer, 
labour, recreation and silence” (Luddy, “Magdalen”, 736). As the title “Magdalen 
asylum” already reveals, these institutions had strong religious influences, 
based on Mary Magdalen as the model of religious repentance.132 Thus, 
Magdalen asylums were commonly run by nuns.133  
 
In the 18th century, Magdalen asylums were the primary refuge for 
prostitutes.134 It was not before the 19th century that the houses were also open 
for expectant mothers. In order to be entitled to stay in the asylum, women had 
to pay a small weekly fee, if possible.135 After birth, the mother was required to 
stay in the institution for up to two years.136 In the Magdalen asylum, she got 
training in domestic service, sewing and knitting and she also received religious 
education. When the child was old enough to be weaned, a foster family was 
organised to care for the infant.137  
 
However, as former inmates revealed, many babies were given away 
without the mother’s consent. With the collusion of the state, the nuns sold the 
women’s illegitimate children to childless couples.138 The mothers were 
completely powerless and had to pay deference to the nuns’ decision: 
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They had to be physically perfect, and none of the black babies that were 
there were ever selected... No one ever discussed adoption with me... I 
was just called over by one of the nuns and told he [son] was going the 
next day... I remember so clearly, bringing him down to the side door, 
hugging him, cuddling him and kissing him, and he was just swiped out 
of my arms by a nun. (Horgan, n.p.) 
 
 
Many “fallen women” lived in the Magdalen Asylums until their death. 
They were buried in nameless graves.139 
 
In Ireland, a total number of 30,000 women were institutionalised in a 
Magdalen asylum. However, not all women entered the asylum voluntarily. 
Quite the contrary, a considerable number of women were forced to enter the 
institution at the request of their family or priests. Reasons included prostitution, 
a pregnancy out of wedlock, disabilities or even “too promiscuous and 
flirtatious” (Abandoned Ireland, n.p.) behaviour. The last Magdalen asylum 
closed in September 1996.140 
 
Until 1993, people were not particularly concerned about the existence of 
Magdalen asylums. This changed in a very dramatic way when some nuns sold 
part of their convent to a real estate developer. On the property, the remains of 
133 inmates were found.141 As it turned out, the graves belonged to women who 
lived in the institution all their lives, as well as their illegitimate children.142 The 
women were incarcerated by the Catholic Church for “perceived sins of flesh” 
(Feng, n.p.). They were treated like prisoners and sentenced to a life of hard 
labour and enforced silence and prayer. The women were all buried in 
unmarked graves.143 In 2003, a journalist revealed that no death certificates 
exist for the women found in the graves. Since it is illegal to fail to report the 
death of a person, one must wonder if the Church has anything to hide in these 
cases.144 The whole incident triggered a national scandal in the mid-1990s.145 
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Although the majority of women sought help in county homes or other 
institutions, there nevertheless was a great number of unmarried mothers who 
went to England in order to give birth. Conditions for pregnant women were 
much more attractive in England than in Ireland. While women had to stay up to 
two years in the homes in Ireland, the maximum stay in England was half a 
year. Moreover, women had better chances of keeping their babies in England 
than in their home country. All in all, as Luddy states, “England provided the 
anonymity that having a baby in Ireland lacked” (“Rescue”, 808).146 
 
 
2.3.2 Lone Mothers in Irish Society 
 
In the beginnings of the 20th century, the number of non-marital births in 
Ireland was low compared with other European countries. Because of Ireland’s 
strong Catholic background, childbearing out of wedlock was highly 
disapproved of.147 In the past decades, however, there has been a significant 
increase in lone-mother families in Ireland. Between 1981 and 1991, the 
number of lone mothers with at least one child under the age of 15 rose from 
around 24,000 to more than 38,000.148 Although it is often argued that a large 
proportion of lone mothers are teenagers, the average age of unwed mothers in 
Ireland is 25. Teenage mothers only constitute a minority.149  
 
One of the reasons for the rise in the numbers of lone mothers is the 
dramatic increase in births outside marriage. Moreover, the number of 
adoptions has fallen over the past decades, while there has been a rise in 
marital breakdown. Besides the extent of lone parenthood, also its nature has 
changed: While numerous decades ago, adult mortality was one of the main 
reasons for lone parenting, nowadays non-marital births and marital breakdown 
are the primary causes.150 However, as Evans notes, in the 20th century, “[t]here 
were many routes to lone motherhood, including relationship breakdown, 
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abandonment by men, forced separation, death, affairs with married men and 
cohabitation. We actually know very little about how and why women became 
unmarried mothers […]” (48). 
 
In the better part of Ireland’s history, the attitude towards unmarried 
mothers was hostile and dismissive. As already discussed in the previous 
chapters, unmarried mothers were stigmatised and had to “choose between 
marriage, adoption, or abortion, to avoid the socially unacceptable status of 
single lone motherhood” (Leane and Kiely, 299). As Ingman poignantly states, 
in the 1960s, “having a baby outside marriage was regarded by some as more 
shameful than being tried for manslaughter” (“Fiction”, 19).151 However, even 
today single mothers are “an oppressed and socially disadvantaged group” 
(Leane and Kiely, 296). 
 
 In the past, the major reason for this hostile attitude towards unmarried 
parents was Ireland’s adherence to a very strict morality. In the middle of the 
20th century, even Irish television and radio broadcasting were advised to 
promote the traditional values of marriage and motherhood. Moreover, books 
and other publications which dealt too openly with sexuality or other “unsuitable” 
topics were censored.152  
 
Although motherhood was praised in the Irish Constitution, single 
mothers were regarded as a problem by the government. Since the Constitution 
obviously only referred to married motherhood, the government found itself in a 
difficult position. On the one hand, the Constitution praises the value of the 
family and states that the family unit should be given support. On the other 
hand, when giving more support to unmarried mothers, the state might be 
accused of undermining “the sanctity of marriage and the traditional family unit” 
(McLaughlin and Rodgers, 22). As a result, single mothers found themselves in 
an ambiguous position: They could enjoy certain priorities and benefits in their 
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role as mothers; however, they were also regarded as a threat to the social 
order.153  
 
The Catholic Church’s attitude towards mothers changed a couple of 
years later, after the introduction of the Abortion Act in Britain in 1967. The 
Church wanted to encourage single mothers to proceed with their pregnancy 
instead of going to Britain to have an abortion. As a result, a range of benefits 
for unmarried mothers were introduced to ensure their financial subsistence. 
These benefits included for instance the Deserted Wife’s Allowance of 1970, the 
Deserted Wife’s Benefit of 1973 or the Unmarried Mother’s Benefit of 1973. 
With these benefits, unmarried mothers gained entitlements in Ireland’s social 
welfare system.154 
 
However, it was not before the 1970s that there was a shift in public 
attitudes towards sympathy for unmarried mothers. In the 1980s and 1990s, 
contradictory discourses on unmarried motherhood emerged: The Status of 
Children’s Act of 1987 removed the status of illegitimacy and non-marital 
children got the same property and maintenance rights as marital children. 
Moreover, the stigma of unmarried motherhood was reduced by the 
replacement of the Unmarried Mother’s Allowance by the Lone Parent’s 
Allowance which treated parents irrespective of their marital status.155 
 
 While the stigma of illegitimacy has been diminished, however, a 
growing hostility towards unmarried mothers could be observed from the mid-
1980s onwards. These negative attitudes still prevail today and are mainly 
economically driven since lone mothers are often regarded as a drain on 
resources.156 There soon evolved a number of negative stereotypes around 
single parents, and specifically single mothers. According to these stereotypes, 
the typical lone parent is female, young, poorly educated, unmotivated and glad 
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to live off the state. Unmarried parents, thus, are regarded as a uniform group, 
without attention to the individual.157  
 
Even today, single parenthood is afflicted with social stigmata. According 
to a study on lone mothers conducted by Leane and Kiely in 1997, many 
women interviewed stated that they had to face hostility and social exclusion158: 
 
I remember when I was having F. (child), I was 17 and all the nurses, 
even the student nurses, treated me like a piece of shit. […] They do 
have their priority patients, married women and their husbands and we 
are children over there. No matter what age we were, we were treated 
terrible which was very wrong. (Leane and Kiely, 302) 
 
People do treat you different when you’re not married and have kids. 
They have less time for you. (Leane and Kiely, 301) 
 
Besides social exclusion, lone parent households have to face a greater 
risk of poverty than traditional households with married parents: Unemployment 
rates among single mothers and fathers are high; thus, the majority of them is 
dependent on social welfare payments.159 Getting out of poverty, however, is 
not easy for lone parents since there are certain barriers. Firstly, the access to 
affordable childcare facilities is very limited; thus, lone parents do not have time 
to concentrate on education, training or work. Secondly, the transition from 
social welfare payments to employment goes hand in hand with the loss of 
certain secondary benefits, such as the medical card. Finally, most work 
arrangements are far from family-friendly and make it impossible for single 
parents to (re-)enter the workforce.160 
 
Women are most affected by lone parenting, as McKeown argues, since 
single parenthood is almost exclusively associated with lone mothers. The 
existence of single fathers is nearly completely pushed aside. As McKeown puts 
it, single fathers are “certainly among the least visible and the most voiceless 
and, like socially excluded groups generally, they are often seen as either 
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dangerous, useless, self-destructive or irresponsible” (1). While in the past 
much research was done on single mothers and how they cope with their lives, 
almost no information has been collected on single fathers. Their lives, 
however, are characterised by the same hardships and disadvantages: “[T]hey 
have low levels of education and poor earning capacity; many of them are not 
able to meet the cost of independently supporting a family” (McKeown, 6). The 
major reason for this bad treatment of single fathers is that childbearing and 
family are still regarded as women’s domain. Moreover, the Constitution regards 
an unmarried father not as part of the family.161 In many cases of unmarried 
pregnancies, the name of the father does not even appear on the birth 
certificate since the unmarried mother is not obliged to give his name.162 
 
According to the Census of 2006, 162,551 lone mothers lived together 
with their children in this year, whereas it was only 26,689 lone fathers.163 The 
report “Men and Women in Ireland 2010” by the Central Statistics Office shows 
that women always constituted the vast majority of lone parents: They 
represented 89,9 percent of lone parents with children aged under 20 in 2000, 
and with 92,6 percent even more in 2010. The number of lone fathers, however, 
remained fairly stable. In 2010, a total number of 137,100 women were lone 
mothers, while only 10,900 men had to care for their child(ren) alone.164 
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3. Irish Women’s Fiction 
 
 The following chapters deal with the tradition of Irish women’s fiction. 
After providing a brief historical overview on the emergence of Irish short stories 
in general, contemporary short stories and fiction by Irish women are discussed 
and analysed.  
 
 
3.1 The Irish Short Story - A Historical Overview 
 
 
Irish short fiction is a restless genre, constantly alert to other worlds and 
the possibility of other identities. (Ingman, “History“, 261) 
 
 
The Irish short story began to emerge in the 19th century, when the 
country was caught in one of its most traumatic periods. Ireland was weakened 
by a series of negative events, including for instance the Act of Union in 1800, 
the Catholic emancipation, the Famine and the 1848 rebellion. At the same 
time, the Catholics made efforts to establish a nation-state by demanding 
special rights for the Catholic population. In order to facilitate this, it was 
believed that Ireland needed to get rid of the Irish language and learn English, 
the tongue of the country’s administrators. Irish short stories, thus, started to 
emerge when the Irish language and the tradition of oral storytelling were 
replaced by the English language and printed words, respectively.165 
Simultaneously, the English had a sudden demand for information about the 
race that they had been ruling for so long. Therefore, Irish writers from different 
backgrounds were occupied with describing Irish life as authentically as 
possible. The English readers were very interested in these stories, and so they 
were predominantly written for export to England. The Irish writers produced 
very accurate accounts of rural Ireland and the prevailing cruelty and 
violence.166 
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 Just as the Irish state yet had to develop, the Irish short story yet had to 
stabilise. Compared to modern short stories, the 19th-century stories did not 
have a continuous form, but could be anything from a tale to a brief sketch or a 
fable. The main difference, however, is that 19th-century writers used their 
fiction not for telling a story, but for numerous other purposes: “[T]o record the 
beliefs and habits of Irish peasant life before they got lost for ever, to defend 
and explain the Irish to the English, to rectify the many and obvious faults in the 
Irish character” (Ingman, “History”, 16).167 
 
 In the following decades, the number of potential readers in Ireland 
increased. Between 1850 and 1900, the founding of schools doubled and the 
Education Act of 1892 stimulated their attendance. Thus, in the 1890s, 60 
percent of people attended school, while this percentage even rose to 75 
percent by 1908. As a consequence, the rates of illiteracy decreased.168 
 
 One writer who enormously influenced 20th-century literature was James 
Joyce. His writings had an impact on Irish writers such as Samuel Beckett and 
Flann O’Brien as well as on authors from all over the world, including Vladimir 
Nabokov, Umberto Eco and J.M. Coetzee.169 Although Joyce only published 
one short story collection, “[he] left his mark on almost every short story writer 
who followed him” (Power, n.p.). His only collection “Dubliners” revolutionised 
the Irish short story. All 15 stories included take place in Dublin and cover 
themes such as love, marriage, politics and religion. His texts are characterised 
by a style Joyce called “scrupulous meanness”, meaning the absence of 
traditional characterisation and plot lines and the use of a very simple, frugal 
language. This approach to short fiction has become extremely popular; 
however, only few writers have been able to achieve the same success as 
Joyce did.170 James Joyce, though, was and still is also famous for his use of 
epiphany, “a sudden and momentary showing forth or disclosure of one’s 
authentic inner self” (http://www.jamesjoyce.ie/detail.asp?ID=122).171 The 
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notion of the epiphany was first used by Joyce in the autobiographical novel 
“Stephen Hero”; until his death, Joyce published 71 epiphanies in total. One of 
his most well-known epiphanies forms around Stephen Dedalus in “Ulysses”. 
Although Joyce most probably coined the term “epiphany”, it would be wrong to 
regard him as the only or even the first one who used epiphanic experiences in 
his writings. In fact, the American writer Emerson already referred to the 
concept of the epiphany in 1838.172 
  
 Beginning in the 1920s and 1930s, three other gifted short story writers - 
Liam O’Flaherty, Frank O’Connor and Sean O’Faolain - defined the standards 
of the classic short story.173 These include a chronological way of narrating, 
minimal characterisation, attention to setting, the narration of one or two 
incidents and the movement of action towards a moment of insight.174 Although 
their style and technique differed greatly, they all equally were concerned with 
an examination of their own national identities. Thus, “the three O’s” and other 
writers of this period frequently wrote about their native areas and provinces.175  
 
 By the end of World War II, the short story became an important and 
established genre. In this period, many periodicals began to include an Irish 
short story in almost every issue. However, not only famous writers such as 
Sean O’Faolain were supported, but also new Irish writers were introduced to 
the readership. Moreover, the periodicals were published in England and 
Ireland as well as overseas, in the United States.176 The U.S. and England 
accounted for the largest readership of Irish writers of short fiction between 
1950 and 1970.177  
 
From the 1950s onwards, moreover, Ireland has become much more 
tolerant; therefore, writers suffered less from censorships and other restrictions. 
Issues which were once regarded taboo could now be openly discussed. 
Moreover, the influence of the Catholic Church gradually decreased. Thus, 
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subjects such as sexual relationships could be treated with more freedom. 
Ironically, the absence of the Church’s pressure left many writers without 
objects for attack. Therefore, they were more concerned with their own 
relationships, and their inner life became one of the major subjects.178 
 
Additionally, many short stories of the mid-20th century dealt with the 
theme of isolation and loneliness. Especially the loneliness of the emigrant 
forms a theme widely used by many Irish short story writers.179  
 
In the 1960s and 1970s, the growth of bookshops, schools and literary 
magazines offered Irish writers further opportunities to show their work. Of great 
importance particularly for younger writers was the decision of the Irish Press in 
1968 to publish one page of new Irish writing every week.180  
 
One of the greatest changes in the 1960s concerned the rise of Irish 
women writers. They introduced topics such as female sexuality, mother-
daughter relationships and women’s struggle for liberation and freedom. 
Although women soon dominated Ireland’s publishing scene, the period was not 
an easy one for them. Asked to outline the 1960s, Mary Dorcey said:  
 
Silence. Repression. Censorship. Long dark winters. Poor food. Nuns 
and priests everywhere. Drab cloths. Censorship of books and films. 
Fear and suspicion surrounding anything you do with the body or 
personal life. The near total repression of ideas and information. A 
Catholic state for a Catholic people. (Ingman, “History”, 200-201) 
 
 
 Women, however, dared to speak openly about sexual restrictions and 
the female body in this period. Also as far as their writings were concerned, they 
were eager to try out new styles. Regarding contents, Irish women writers 
remained tied to the realist mode instead of writing about the future. They were 
occupied with describing the life of a previous generation of women and how 
they dealt with their difficult life situations.181  
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 Their new openness, however, was not fully approved by the Church as 
well as the government. Edna O’Brien’s first six novels, published in the 1960s, 
were all banned by the Irish Censor as they contained too explicit sexual 
content. Copies of the books were even burned by the curate of O’Brien’s local 
church.182 
 
 Two other women writers who should be mentioned are Elizabeth Bowen 
and Mary Lavin. Bowen is one of “Ireland’s strangely underrated women writers” 
(Imhof, 120), who, though, had a great artistic talent. She wrote in a very 
sophisticated style and sensibly touched topics such as betrayal, manipulation 
and innocence.183 However, as most of her stories were set outside Ireland, she 
was often rather seen as an English writer than an Irish one. Despite this fact, 
she was elected to the Irish Academy of Letters in 1937 and received an 
honorary Doctor of Letters from Trinity College 12 years later.184  Mary Lavin, 
who was native American but lived in Ireland, was praised by colleagues and 
critics as “one of the finest of short story writers” (Dunleavy, 146).185 Her short 
stories primarily deal with insights into personal relationships and human 
emotions of the Irish middle class. Although her early stories were criticised for 
their lack of plot structure, she was highly praised for her emotional depiction of 
characters which authentically reflect Irish culture. Her short fiction has been 
compared to works by James Joyce, Anton Chekhov and Henry James.186 
 
 In the last decades of the 20th century, the Irish short story again saw an 
upsurge. New writers had a great variety of opportunities to have their texts 
published or broadcast on the radio. Moreover, short stories were regarded as 
ideally suited to present momentary insights into Ireland’s unstable and 
changing society, which was brought about by the Celtic Tiger187. These 
changes included for instance the breakdown of the family unit, the decreasing 
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impact of the Catholic Church and the challenging of traditional Irish 
nationalism.188  
 
 In the 1980s, Irish women writers began to publish popular writing which 
later became extremely successful with the introduction of “chick lit” novels. The 
way for this type of literature was paved by several short story collections: 
Writers like Maeve Binchy wrote openly about what had remained hidden in 
Irish life - homosexuality, unwanted pregnancies, infidelity and alcoholism. 
Women writers were increasingly willing to challenge the traditional Catholic 
picture of womanhood and expose the restrictions they had to bear on grounds 
of the Irish Constitution.189 They put women’s lives at the centre of attention. 
Thus, there was an “increasing feminization of the Irish short story” (Ingman, 
“History”, 253).190 
 
 In the 1990s, many short stories dealt with the tragic discovery of cases 
of child abuse in Church-run orphanages and children’s homes as well as 
abuses by individual priests. Many writers tried to cope with the trauma and 
confusion which were connected with the unravelling of these cases by writing 
about them. As an example, Colm Tóibín’s “A Priest in the Family” should be 
mentioned, which deals with a priest who is accused of child abuse and thus 
brings disgrace over his entire family.191  
 
 Even today, Irish short stories remain extremely popular. Publishers find 
new and inventive ways to publish their stories and research on popular Irish 
writing is beginning to open up.192  
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3.2 Contemporary Fiction by Irish Women Writers - Themes and 
Development 
 
 Although Irish women’s writings began to flourish in the 1960s, their 
contribution to Ireland’s culture has not been acknowledged for a long time. 
“The New Oxford Book of Irish Verse”, which was published in 1986, for 
instance, did not mention women writers at all. Four years later, “The New 
Penguin Book of Irish Poetry” indeed included women; however, the ratio male 
to female was 35:4. The three-volume “The Field Day of Anthology of Irish 
Writing”, published in 1991, asserted to be a comprehensive collection of Irish 
writing. On its 4,000 pages, however, it presented hardly any woman writer. 
Only eleven years later, two additional volumes dealing with women’s fiction 
were published.193  
 
 Since works on Irish women’s writing were unknown for a long time, the 
question arises whether Irish women have written fiction at all. Moreover, it 
could be asked whether the fiction produced by women is of any artistic value 
and whether it is unique enough to deserve a category of its own. Although Irish 
women writers were oppressed for a long time, they indeed produced literary 
texts, first in Gaelic, then in English. Women’s writings in general were 
dismissed until the 1970s; thus, it is not surprising that Irish women’s writings 
were not highly esteemed as well. Moreover, the selective disinterest in 
women’s fiction can be attributed to the narrow-mindedness of most critics: “The 
problem lies not in their work but in the single lens with which critics have 
traditionally viewed most fiction, Irish included” (Weekes, “Tradition”, 2). What is 
more, many critics of Irish literature failed to acknowledge the differences of 
gender in women’s writing.194 
 
In the 1970s and 1980s, the upsurge of feminist movements also caused 
women’s literary activities to flourish. Publishers such as Attic Press or Arlen 
House began to publish “books by, for and about women” (McCarthy, 105). 
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Consequently, more and more women began to write, many of them also about 
subjects which were once taboo.195 
 
 In the 1990s, starched by the developments of the previous decades, 
women writers’ stories became increasingly outspoken and challenging. Unlike 
their antecedent generations, modern writers created protagonists who were no 
longer prepared to endure passively, but instead forged new identities for 
themselves. They became more independent and confident and dared to 
express their demands.196 
 
Many contemporary Irish women writers are concerned with motherhood 
and related topics. However, this theme has received little critical attention. In 
Irish literature, motherhood generally is a topic rather written about from an 
outside point of view, and not by women who have already given birth and 
consequently experienced motherhood themselves. One reason for this is, as 
McCarthy puts it, that mothers are the least likely to possess what Virginia 
Woolf regarded essential for a writing career: “a room of their own and £500 a 
year” (96). Since most mothers, according to McCarthy, do not have enough 
money and time, motherhood and a life as a writer are largely incompatible. 
This also explains why most famous women writers do not have children.197  
 
 However, although it is undoubtedly true that most accomplished writers 
do not have children, a recent phenomenon of writing mothers proves that 
motherhood and a career as a writer are not completely incompatible. Today, 
there are childless writers who describe motherhood from outside, such as Mary 
Rose Callaghan, Maeve Binchy or Marian Keyes. However, some other women 
writers are mothers and thus provide a view from the inside, such as Anne 
Enright, Jennifer Johnston or Éilís Ní Dhuibhne.198 
 
 Besides motherhood, other important themes in 20th-century and 
contemporary Irish fiction by women writers include violence, living in poverty, 
                                                 
195 Cf. McCarthy, 105. 
196 Cf. Ingman, “History“, 248. 
197 Cf. McCarthy, 95-97. 
198 Cf. Fasching, 50. 
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injustice and conflicts. Mary Beckett, born in 1926, for instance wrote her stories 
about women trapped within poverty and confronted with violence. Another 
writer, Fiona Barr, deals with social injustice and patriarchy towards women.199  
 
 Another important topic in Irish literature is the theme of female 
development or awakening. This theme has become popular by the early novels 
of Edna O’Brien, which are very humorous and play with the conventions of the 
bildungsroman. It explores “the absurdity of established social patterns” 
(Weekes, “Themes”, 92) through the eyes of an innocent narrator. Other 
authors who deal with this theme are Molly Keane (“Good Behaviour”) and 
Clare Boylan (“Holy Pictures”).200  
 
 A further prevalent theme of Irish women writers is the incestuous, 
aggressive father and the negligent mother. Such a dark family portrait is for 
example drawn by Leland Bardwell, Dorothy Nelson or Jennifer Johnston. 
These writers also emphasise the vulnerability of children and their need for 
love and security which facilitates parental manipulation.201  
 
 Especially young writers often focus on the theme of lesbian love and 
sexuality. The publisher Attic Press made remarkable contributions here: 
Starting as a feminist press, it published its first gay series “Queer Views” in 
1994. Moreover, it published writers like Linda Cullen, Emma Donoghue and 
Mary Dorcey, who all deal with lesbian experiences and sexuality.202 
 
When talking about contemporary Irish women writers, one has to 
mention authors like Claire Keegan, Edna O’Brien, Éilís Ní Dhuibhne, Julia 
O’Faolain, Maeve Brennan, Mary Dorcey, Claire Boylan, Patricia Scanlan, 
Cecelia Ahern and Marita Conlon-McKenna, amongst others.203 Mary Dorcey’s 
writings, for instance, deal with new aspects of women’s presence, such as 
sexual exploitation or emotional deprivation. Maeve Brennan commonly wrote 
                                                 
199 Cf. Weekes, “Themes“, 88-90. 
200 Cf. Weekes, “Themes“, 92. 
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about Catholic bourgeois family life and familial emotional bonds.204 Claire 
Keegan writes, amongst others, about women’s changing roles and the effect 
on the entire family (see for instance “Men and Women”).205 The texts by some 
of these authors are analysed and discussed in greater detail in the subsequent 
chapters of this thesis. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
204 Cf. O’Brien, 464. 
205 Cf. Ingman, “History”, 249. 
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4. Works Selected for Analysis 
 
The texts selected for analysis are all short stories written by 
contemporary Irish women writers: Mary Lavin, Julia O’Faolain, Mary Rose 
Callaghan, Claire Keegan, Élilís Ní Dhuibhne, Marita Conlon-McKenna, Maeve 
Binchy and Eithne McGuinness. As far as the genre is concerned, the texts can 
be classified as realistic slice-of-life stories. They were first published between 
1997 and 2006. The only writer who could be regarded as breaking ranks is 
Mary Lavin. Since she lived from 1912 until 1996206, the labelling 
“contemporary” is not adequate in the narrow sense. However, Mary Lavin as 
an extremely successful Irish woman writer should be included for the sake of 
completeness. Her short story “Sarah”, first published in 1943207, is only one 
shining example of her artistic talent. It draws an authentic picture of early 20th-
century Irish society and the way unmarried pregnancies were treated. 
 
When analysing women’s fiction, the question arises in how far these 
texts can be regarded as feminist fiction. Regardless of the works’ actual 
categorisation, however, the term “feminist” has become so attached with 
negative connotations that the word itself is perceived as a threat. Thus, most 
women in Ireland do not want to have their work labelled “feminist”. To discuss 
the categorisation of the works selected as feminist, one has to look at the 
definitions of this term.208 According to Peter,  
 
[f]iction, then, may be termed ‘feminist’ if it treats gender as a social 
construction that specifically disadvantages women; that recognizes, 
however implicitly, that what has been constructed may at least be 
questioned, could be transgressed, and might be reconstructed; and that 
uses narrative as a tool in this project (Peter, 151). 
 
Whelehan, on the other hand, argues that a definition of the term 
“feminist fiction” is extremely difficult. She points out that 
 
                                                 
206 Cf. http://www.ricorso.net/rx/az-data/authors/l/Lavin_M/life.htm. 
207 Cf. Shumaker, n.p. 
208 Cf. Peter, 147; Fasching, 54. 
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 […] [i]t can mean the work of a woman writer who identifies herself and 
her work as feminist; it can refer to fiction that directly challenges the 
social and political status quo, particularly as it affects women’s access 
to opportunity. Equally, it can be a term applied to work by a writer who 
either does not declare her politics or denies her feminist credentials, but 
is read by critics to be feminist in intention, either at the time of 
publication or retrospectively (119). 
 
Thus, in consideration of the countless definitions available, a definite 
explanation of the term can not be achieved. Moreover, there are several other 
expressions which are used in connection with women’s literature: As Peter 
argues, “feminist fiction” shall not be confounded with “fiction by women”, nor is 
it the same as “women’s fiction”. This term, namely, is used to refer to “any 
book by a woman that (some) women might like to read” (Peter, 149). However, 
many critics and reviewers use the term “women’s fiction” as if its meaning was 
clear and self-evident. For Peter, the marking of women’s fiction has both 
positive and negative effects: “[It] has the positive effect of helping women find 
‘their’ books, but has the negative effect of marking women’s fiction as ‘other’, 
allowing men’s fiction to stand as the unmarked standard” (149).209 
 
The British critic Rosalind Coward proposes the term “women-centred 
fiction” in order to avoid these definitional ambiguities. Her category includes 
female as well as male writers who write about things that are central to 
women’s lives. This could include authors such as Mary Beckett, Anne Enright, 
Mary Lavin, Edna O’Brien and Jennifer Johnston, but also male writers like 
William Trevor, Brian Moore or John McGahern. However, she limits the 
universality of the term by noting that women-centred fiction primarily treats 
“sexual experience - love, marriage, divorce or just sexual encounters” (Peter, 
150). As Peter declares, though, ‘the attempt to make precise the terms 
‘women’s fiction’ and ‘women-centred fiction’ […] proves unfruitful” (150).210 
 
For this thesis, however, the notion “women’s fiction” seems most 
suitable as the stories are all written by women and deal with topics that are 
connected to female sexuality, such as relationships, affairs, love, childbearing 
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and marriage. Thus, it can be argued that the texts are presumably primarily 
written for a female readership. 
 
 
4.1 Plot Summaries 
 
 In order to provide for an in-depth discussion of the texts selected, it is 
necessary to outline the basic strands and themes employed in each example 
story. Thus, in the following subchapters, plot summaries of the short stories 
selected for analysis are given. 
 
 
4.1.1 Mary Lavin: “Sarah” (1943) 
 
“Sarah” by Mary Lavin deals with the life of a woman called Sarah 
Murray. Sarah Murray has three illegitimate children by three different men. 
However, her neighbours stand by her since Sarah is an exemplary Catholic 
who goes to Mass every Sunday. Moreover, Sarah is known as an accurate 
worker. Because of her illicit children, though, no married woman wants to hire 
her for fear that Sarah is going to seduce their husbands. However, Oliver 
Kedigran’s wife Kathleen decides to engage Sarah because she needs a good 
worker and moreover asserts to trust her husband. Sarah thus begins to work in 
the house for the three-day-period the wife goes away to Dublin. A few months 
after that, one of Sarah’s brothers discovers that Sarah is pregnant again. 
Moreover, Oliver Kedrigan receives an anonymous letter which says that he is 
the father of Sarah’s unborn child. His wife Kathleen reads it and promises to 
burn it. Instead, however, she keeps the letter and gives it to Sarah’s brothers 
who are furious and violently force Sarah to say whether she has written it. 
Although Sarah denies to have authored the letter, the brothers go mad about 
her potential affair with a married man and violently throw her out with all her 
belongings. They do not want to hurt their sister, however, they fear that 
Sarah’s illegitimate affairs could damage their reputation. Sarah, advanced in 
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pregnancy, has to spend the night outside in the cold. On the next day, they find 
her and her infant dead on the street. 
 
 
4.1.2 Julia O’Faolain: “Rum and Coke” (1996) 
 
“Rum and Coke” by Julia O’Faolain is told from the perspective of 
Declan, the son of a conservative Catholic Irish senator. When Declan is 19, he 
and his father spend the summer together at the hotel where Declan works as a 
barman. In the course of the story, the narrator finds out that his father, the 
representative of a conservative party and nominally a staunch Roman Catholic, 
is drinking alcohol and has an affair with the hotel’s receptionist, a young girl 
called Artemis Sheehy. What is more, Artemis is pregnant with his father’s child. 
When Artemis tells her affair about the pregnancy, they have an argument 
about the baby in his hotel room. Suddenly, Declan’s father has a heart attack. 
In order to conceal their affair, Declan assists Artemis in bringing his father into 
his own room before they call the ambulance. A few days later, however, the 
senator dies in hospital. Declan and Artemis spend this hard time together and 
try to cheer each other up. They slowly get closer and later even decide to 
marry and pretend that Declan is the baby’s father. They regard marriage as the 
only way to avoid the stigma of illegitimacy and thus ensure a proper life for 
Artemis as well as the baby. 
 
 
4.1.3 Mary Rose Callaghan: “Windfalls“ (1997) 
 
Kay O’Reilley, the protagonist of Mary Rose Callaghan’s story, has to 
face the fact that her husband has an affair with the young French au-pair girl 
Desirée du Pont. What makes the whole case much more complicated is that 
Desirée has given birth to a girl and believes that Thomas O’Reilly, a wealthy 
doctor, is going to leave his wife Kay in order to live together with her and their 
baby. Tom does not know what to do since he already has two adult sons and 
does not want to leave his family. With one of his sons, Ruari, however, he does 
not stay in contact any more because he has rejected him for being gay. Kay, 
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who wants to avoid public scandal about the illegitimate child, decides to meet 
up with her husband’s affair Desirée in order to sort things out. Instead of being 
angry with the young woman, Kay enumerates all the housework tasks a 
married woman has to fulfil in order to alienate her from her plan to marry Tom. 
Additionally, she successfully talks Desirée into moving into their house 
together with the baby. Desirée, as a new member of the extended family, helps 
Kay with housework and gardening and thus enables her to hand over some of 
her responsibilities and live a more independent life. By showing her husband 
that nobody is perfect and that it is important to forgive the people you love, Kay 
also achieves that Tom now accepts their son’s homosexuality. 
 
 
4.1.4 Claire Keegan: “Quare Name for a Boy” (1999) 
 
Claire Keegan’s “Quare Name for a Boy” is a story about the outcomes of 
a brief sexual affair between the narrator and a man she directly addresses only 
by the personal pronoun “you”. The two protagonists met at a Christmas party in 
Ireland and subsequently spent a week together at the house of the man’s 
mother. As an unplanned consequence, the narrator got pregnant. Because of 
her illicit pregnancy, her female relatives pity her. They are concerned about her 
future life and how her baby should be raised. In the narrator’s eyes, however, 
these women are far too conservative and let themselves be oppressed by 
society. The narrator prefers another way of life and is not prepared to suffer 
passively. She is not willing to shepherd a man like a child. Since she wants to 
tell her affair about the pregnancy, she arranges a meeting with him in Dublin. 
He reacts very selfishly and calls her pregnancy a “damage”. When the narrator 
proposes the name Daphne for the unborn, it becomes clear that she does not 
even think about having an abortion. Her affair’s response that this would be a 
“quare name for a boy” shows her that he is a superficial, disrespectful macho 
who lacks maturity. Consequently, the narrator decides to raise the child alone 
as a single mother. 
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4.1.5 Éilís Ní Dhuibne: “Wuff Wuff Wuff for de Valera!” (2003) 
 
This short story by Éilís Ní Dhuibhne tells the story of the twin sisters 
Pauline and Bernie and their different paths of life. The reader learns about the 
sisters’ past lives in numerous flashbacks. On their way to a holiday in Lazarote, 
Bernie begins to think about their adolescence. She describes how they spent 
their childhood together in Crumlin before Pauline, who has always been the 
dominant one, decided that both of them should go to university. Pauline and 
Bernie did so and enjoyed their life as students. However, in second year, 
Pauline’s life completely changed when she detected that she was pregnant. In 
order to get information on abortions, the twin sisters visited a family-planning 
clinic in Dublin, where the staff tried to talk Pauline into either getting married, 
giving the baby up for adoption or keeping it. Only later they gave her a London 
telephone number. However, Pauline could not afford to have an abortion in 
England, and so she decided to give her child up for adoption. When her baby 
Sebastian was born, the doctors realised that he was mentally retarded. As a 
consequence, nobody wanted to adopt him. Although Pauline could have left 
her son in the institution, she decided to raise him alone as a single mother. At 
the time the story is set, Sebastian is already 30 years old and still lives with his 
mother Pauline. On the holiday with her sister, Bernie asks Pauline if she ever 
wished to have had the money for the abortion. Pauline does not really answer, 
and Bernie thinks about her husband Conor, a wealthy man whom she met at 
the time her twin sister got pregnant. She wonders whether he would have 
borrowed her the money for her sister’s abortion. However, considering the fact 
that Catholic values seemed to be important to him, she comes to the 
conclusion that asking him for money for an abortion would have been too much 
for their relationship. 
 
 
4.1.6 Marita Conlon-McKenna: “Flesh and Blood” (2005) 
 
“Flesh and Blood” by Marita Conlon-McKenna tells the story of Christine, 
who moved to America 19 years ago. At the time the story is set, she meets her 
family in Dublin again for the first time. Christine had a tough adolescence since 
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she was flung out by her father when he found out about her pregnancy, 
resulting from an affair with a boy called Aidan. Since an illegitimate child was 
socially frowned upon and regarded as shameful and slutty, her father did not 
want to have anything to do with his daughter any more. Christine consequently 
gave the baby up for adoption and then emigrated to America. 19 years later, 
Christine returns to her hometown after her husband, a wealthy millionaire, left 
her for a younger woman. Because she feels embarrassed about that, however, 
Christine pretends that he died. When Christine sits together with her family, her 
sister Mary persuades her to meet her father who has already become very 
senile and presumably does not have long to live. When Christine visits him, he 
seems not to know her, which makes her furious. She tells him that she would 
never forgive him for driving her out while being pregnant. Since Christine 
cannot forget Aidan and their baby, she decides to visit him in his pub. Aidan is 
utterly surprised and embarrassed about Christine’s attendance. Nevertheless, 
the two of them have a chat about their past and about the pregnancy. Aidan, 
however, does not know that Christine gave the baby up for adoption since she 
had told him that she had an abortion. Later, Christine drives to her daughter 
Rachel’s place, the address of which she received from a detective she had 
engaged for finding her. At her house, Christine pretends to be an old school 
friend of Rachel’s mother, who is not at home at the time of the visit. She wants 
to tell her that she is her biological mother and that she is very sorry for not 
having been able to raise her herself, but she does not have the courage to do 
so. In the end, Christine thinks about telling her sister Mary the truth about her 
husband Larry’s affair. Moreover, she admits to consider staying in Dublin since 
she has recognised how important and valuable having a family is.  
 
 
4.1.7 Maeve Binchy: “All that Matters” (2005) 
 
The 15-year-old protagonist of Maeve Binchy’s “All that Matters”, Nessa 
Byrne, falls under the influence of her boastful aunt who visits the family once a 
year from the United States. Aunt Elizabeth is described as a very sophisticated 
and inaccessible person who attaches particular importance to the impression 
she makes on other people. Completely manipulated by her aunt, Nessa begins 
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to view her family in quite negative terms and wishes to live a life like her aunt. 
She demands to be called her full name “Vanessa”, visits places of culture and 
changes her style and appearance. She does everything to recreate herself in 
her aunt’s image. However, one day she detects that she got pregnant from her 
lover Owen, whom she met at a cultural event. When he makes clear that he is 
not interested in her and the baby, Vanessa decides to flee to the States to her 
aunt. There she finds out that her aunt’s whole life is a big lie: She lives in a 
shabby flat and barely has any money. Moreover, Vanessa happens to find out 
the real reason for her aunt’s emigration to the States: An unwanted pregnancy, 
which at the time of narration took place already 29 years ago. Elizabeth fled to 
America without saying a word to her family and gave her baby up for adoption. 
Confronted with Vanessa’s pregnancy, her aunt only sees two possible 
solutions to the “problem”: Adoption or abortion. Having found out the truth 
about her aunt’s life, and having seen the rather dismal circumstances in which 
she now lives, Vanessa is sure of what to do: She decides to go back home and 
raise the baby with the help of her family. 
 
 
4.1.8 Eithne McGuinness: “Feather Bed“ (2006) 
 
This short story by Eithne McGuinness is told from the perspective of a 
young girl who is institutionalised in a mental asylum. She talks about her daily 
life in the institution and how she nettles her doctors and nurses. She also 
describes how life in her family was like: She often got beaten by her tyrannic 
and aggressive mother who had an affair she tried to conceal. However, she 
was not cagey about the affair towards her then eleven-year-old daughter. In 
order to keep the girl quiet, the mother brought her sweets and chocolate. As a 
reward, the girl had to lie to her father about where her mother spent her 
afternoons. One day the mother discovered that she was pregnant. Since she 
was sure that the baby was fathered by her affair, she tried to keep her 
pregnancy secret by all means. One day, consequently, she wanted her 
daughter to help her with aborting the unborn child: She forced her to kill the 
baby by kicking into her belly. Moreover, her daughter had to bring her boiling 
water, castor oil and other liquids which should bring forward the abortion of the 
 57
foetus. After the baby had come out, the mother forced her daughter to flush the 
dead body down the toilet. The girl’s father remained completely unaware of the 
whole situation and was confused when he found his little daughter crying in the 
garden. He called the doctor, who referred the girl to the mental asylum where 
she now tries to cope with her trauma.  
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5. Coping with Extra-Marital and Unmarried 
Pregnancies as Reflected in the Works Selected 
 
The way extra-marital and unmarried pregnancies are and were 
perceived and treated in Irish society has been discussed in the previous 
chapters. Now, the theme of illegitimate pregnancies is analysed in the works 
selected. To show the different ways of coping with an illicit pregnancy, the 
short stories are grouped into subchapters according to their thematic 
orientation. The first subchapter deals with stories in which an unmarried or 
extra-marital pregnancy leads to the decision of giving the baby up for adoption. 
In the second subchapter, abortion is regarded as a suitable solution. In the 
story of the third subchapter, the illegitimate mother brings such disgrace over 
her family that her brothers even risk her death. The protagonists of the fourth 
subchapter decide to raise their children born outside marriage alone. The last 
subchapter deals with cases in which unconventional ways of raising an 
illegitimate child have been found. 
 
 
5.1 Giving the Illegitimate Baby up for Adoption 
 
In the following, three short stories which deal with adoptions of an 
illegitimate child are analysed and discussed: “Flesh and Blood” by Marita 
Conlon-McKenna, “All that Matters” by Maeve Binchy and “Wuff Wuff Wuff for 
de Valera!” by Éilís Ní Dhuibhne. 
 
 
5.1.1 Marita Conlon-McKenna: “Flesh and Blood” 
 
Christine, the 38-year-old protagonist of “Flesh and Blood”, is described 
as a very posh and classy woman. Married to a multi-millionaire, she lives a life 
full of luxury. Christine can afford “a personal trainer once a week” (Conlon-
McKenna, 218), as well as various aesthetic surgeries: “[A] little bit of collagen 
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discreetly done, along with her tinted lashes and ten thousand dollars worth of 
dental work” (Conlon-McKenna, 218). Moreover, she owns large amounts of 
jewellery. To Christine, the impression she makes on other people is very 
important. However, her life has not always been that way and only changed 
significantly after her flight to the United States. Over the years, she has greatly 
alienated herself from her family in Ireland. Their different style of life and the 
simplicity of their looks and actions astonish her when she first meets her 
relatives after 19 years:  
 
She couldn’t believe that the plump motherly figure was her older sister. 
Only three years separated them, but they seemed a generation apart. 
‘You look wonderful too,’ she said politely as she tried to take them all in. 
Bren has put on weight too, a large beer belly protruding from his pristine 
white shirt, and was already going grey […], and Liam was still wiry, his 
tightly curled red hair cut close to his head. She tried to push all critical 
thoughts from her mind as she embraced them, remembering that after 
all they were her flesh and blood. (Conlon-McKenna, 219-220) 
 
Christine feels superior to the rest of her family and wants to restore the 
image of her as the wealthy wife of a multi-millionaire by all means. Therefore, 
she does not tell her family that Larry has left her for a younger woman, with 
whom he expects a baby. Rather, she pretends that he has died. Although 
Christine will lose access to Larry’s money after their divorce, she wants her 
relatives to believe that she is a rich woman. Therefore, she pays the restaurant 
bill for the whole family:  
 
She caught the waiter’s eye and blinked barely an eyelash when she saw 
the massive food and drinks bill her clan had managed to run up in only a 
few hours. She ran her eye over the figures, trying to disguise her dismay 
before signing the bill with a flourish.” (Conlon-McKenna, 225) 
 
However, when one of her siblings addresses her financial situation, she is 
irritated since she has “absolutely no intention of discussing her financial affairs 
with her family” (Conlon-McKenna, 224). Christine’s adherence to money and 
materialism can be interpreted as a substitute to a family of her own. Since 
Larry did not want to have a family with her, the only pleasurable thing left for 
her was his money. Thus, she found her major satisfaction in a luxurious 
lifestyle. Yet, when seeing her big Irish family again for the first time, she begins 
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to recognise the value of a family. Embarrassed by her own fate, though, she 
does not dare to reveal her problems. Rather, she wants to restore the image of 
the perfect-looking, self-confident woman. 
 
This is the reason why she also oppresses her own feelings in front of 
her family. When talking about her husband Larry, she retains her composure, 
but is devastated inside:  
 
Christine tried to control herself. She didn’t want to break down and cry 
here with everyone looking at her. She took a deep slow breath that 
reached right down beyond her solar plexus, mentally saying the word 
relax. (Conlon-McKenna, 222) 
 
Christine’s superiority to her siblings also becomes visible on the 
linguistic level: While her family speaks in rather simple sentences and partly 
uses colloquial language (“’That was a great feed’” (Conlon-McKenna, 225)), 
Christine is very articulate and expresses herself elegantly (“’I am fortunate to 
have very good legal advice’” (Conlon-McKenna, 223)). Moreover, her siblings 
are much more down-to-earth and even rowdily in behaviour: “This was a 
nightmare, she thought, as her sister swerved out in front of a white van, giving 
the driver the fingers cheerfully as he honked at her” (Conlon-McKenna, 226). 
 
Among her siblings, her sister Mary is the one she appreciates most. 
Although she describes her as “heavy bulk” (Conlon-McKenna, 229) and 
“plump” (Conlon-McKenna, 219), she has an intense connection to her and likes 
her for her honesty. Moreover, although chubby and married to “the greatest 
bullshitter she’d ever come across” (Conlon-McKenna, 221), she begrudges her 
sister: “Christine stifled a pang of envy as she chatted to her sister’s children. 
Two genuine nice kids. Mary was lucky!” (Conlon-McKenna, 222). Christine 
would have loved to have children with Larry; however, he rejected her wish 
since he already had children. Thus, Christine “had grudgingly come to accept 
their childlessness and enjoy the lifestyle that wealth and prestige provided” 
(Conlon-McKenna, 222). The fact that Larry is expecting a child with another 
woman, thus, is devastating for Christine. 
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Again, it is her sister Mary who acts as the one who talks Christine into 
meeting her father Tom. When she sees the old man lying in bed, she softly 
greets him by saying “Hello, Daddy” (Conlon-McKenna, 226). The word “Daddy” 
is a term of endearment and shows that although her father has practically 
ruined her life by throwing her out pregnant, she feels a familial bond between 
them. Since he seems not to know her, however, Christine gets angry and vents 
her anger in thought:  
 
His eyes stared back at her, blank, innocent, without a glimmer or trace 
of recognition. She couldn’t believe it. The miserable bastard didn’t know 
her. Didn’t remember her or the things he’d done to her. She wanted to 
haul him out that fucking chair and shake him like the doll he’d become 
(Conlon-McKenna, 226). 
 
Christine’s father is described as a tyrant who “shouted and complained 
constantly, the carpet was dirty, there were leaves on the doorstep, the 
windows needed polishing, there were dog hairs everywhere, the food was cold, 
the gravy was lumpy, the meat was gristly.” (Conlon-McKenna, 227). Besides 
his constant complaints, however, there is also reference to domestic violence: 
“Usually it was just words, but sometimes there was more!” (Conlon-McKenna, 
227). When Tom detected her daughter’s pregnancy 19 years ago, he insulted 
her badly and flung her out. Christine has not been able to forgive her father for 
that. Now, on her visit, Christine feels that she has the opportunity to take 
revenge on him. Pretending to bid farewell, she whispers in his ear:  
 
’Daddy, I’ve something to say. All the prayers and communions and 
rosaries in the world won’t save you. You are a miserable old bastard 
and Mammy was a saint to put up with you. She’s up in heaven now but 
you, you can go to hell as far as I care!’ (Conlon-McKenna, 231).  
 
 19 years ago, when Christine told her affair Aidan Flynn about the 
unwanted pregnancy, he reacted negatively as well and gave her money for an 
abortion. Christine, however, was “mad about him, besotted” (Conlon-McKenna, 
233) and there is a textual reference that she even had thoughts about 
marriage: “[…] Aidan had taken the news of impending fatherhood badly. There 
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was no trip to McDowell’s ‘The Happy Ring House’”211 (Conlon-McKenna, 228). 
Aidan’s reaction, thus, was a big disappointment for Christine, who alone did 
not have the strength and money to raise the child. 
 
 Although not openly revealed in the text, it becomes clear to the reader 
that Christine did not consider having an abortion. Even though Aidan supplied 
her with the money necessary, she decided to bear the child. As her mother 
supported her, it can be assumed that Christine wanted to raise the child with 
the help of her family. However, when her father threw her out, she decided to 
give her daughter up for adoption. She was too young to afford a child; 
moreover, her mother paid deference to her father’s will and thus could not help 
her. Aidan did not support her either, which made the situation even more 
hopeless. Furthermore, an illegitimate child meant a huge burden and the risk of 
being stigmatised. However, some textual references indicate that the decision 
of giving her daughter away was not easy for Christine:  
 
She remembered the day nineteen years ago when the social worker 
had come and sat by the bedside and asked her to sign the papers, 
agreeing to give up her daughter for adoption. She was exhausted, sick. 
It has been like a bad dream as she watched the nun walk down the 
corridor with her baby. (Conlon-McKenna, 239-240) 
 
Fleeing to the United States, Christine wanted to start anew: “A fresh start, 
that’s what she needed! With Aidan’s money, she had wings and she could fly!” 
(Conlon-McKenna, 229).  
 
 Yet, although she did start anew with her husband Larry, Christine could 
never forget her baby. Since she descends from a large Irish family, having 
children and a family of her own seem to be very important to her. Being in 
Ireland again after almost two decades, there are two things Christine 
necessarily wants to do: Meeting Aidan and finding her biological daughter.  
 
 When she visits Aidan at his pub, she immediately confronts him with 
their baby; however, she pretends to have aborted it. Talking about their lives, 
                                                 
211 The “Happy Ring House” is a famous jeweller in Dublin, specialised on engagement and 
wedding rings, cf. http://www.mcdowellsjewellers.com/. 
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Christine unsolicitedly tells him about her wealthy and successful husband in 
order to make him envious. One might interpret her boasting as a way of 
covering her incertitude and emotions that are connected with the topic. 
Moreover, it seems that she wants to create the impression that she lives a very 
successful and happy life, without Aidan and their baby. 
 
 As finding her biological daughter has been very important to Christine, 
she spared no efforts:  
 
The nuns had been unhelpful to say the least and had refused her 
repeated requests for information. Detective Ray Maguire and his Irish 
contacts had been thorough and she had a two-page dossier with all the 
relevant details and a photograph. (Conlon-McKenna, 236) 
 
It also becomes clear that Christine has never forgotten her daughter, but has 
always tried to be informed about her life. Therefore, she engaged people to 
gather information: “She was prettier than she had imagined. The last photo she 
had seen had been taken when she was fourteen, a shy girl blinking in the sun, 
captured by a stranger with a camera” (Conlon-McKenna, 238).  
 
Going to see her biological daughter for the first time, Christine wants to 
make a good first impression: “She didn’t want to look austere or glitzy, or even 
too fashionable. That was not the impression she wanted to make. Nor was she 
going to dress too young. She wanted to look attractive but her age” (Conlon-
McKenna, 236). At her daughter’s house, she is extremely nervous and 
uncertain about her plan: “She could feel her mouth dry, her heart pounding as 
she walked up the driveway and rang the bell. […] God, maybe she should just 
turn around” (Conlon-McKenna, 237). Since the adoptive mother is not at home, 
Christine pretends to be an old friend and has a chat with her daughter Rachel. 
Although she wants to tell her the truth about her ancestry, she realises that she 
would disrupt the girl’s whole life by revealing the truth. She accepts that her 
daughter spends a very happy time with her adoptive family, and that she does 
not belong to her: 
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There were photos around the kitchen. On the walls, on the counter, 
Rachel as a baby held by a proud young mother, Rachel in a pink ballet 
tutu, with her mother and father making snowman, riding a pony, the 
family together on a beach, tanned and grinning. Photos of her daughter, 
smiling, happy, something perhaps she had not expected. […] The 
gallery of photos around the wall, a lifetime, shifted into focus, witness to 
a lifetime of love, of her daughter being part of a family, of belonging. 
(Conlon-McKenna, 239-240). 
 
 
However, sitting in the taxi back to her hotel, Christine is uncertain about 
her decision. For the past two decades, her greatest wish was to be reunited 
with her. Now, having had the chance to tell her the truth, however, Christine 
has come to acknowledge that Rachel belongs to another family:   
 
She had waited nineteen years to be re-united with her daughter, thought 
of little else, and now when she had the perfect opportunity, she had let it 
slip away. Perhaps she should turn back to the house, try to explain. She 
thought of Rachel’s life and its simple perfection. She longed to escape 
Foxrock, the cosy smug suburb and the foreign landscape of motherhood 
where she did not belong. (Conlon-McKenna, 241) 
 
Although Christine feels a bond between her and her biological child, she 
understands that she cannot crash into her life after such a long time. She 
appreciates that Rachel lives a very happy and successful life and decides not 
to cause any disturbance. Above all, the fact that Rachel spends her life in an 
exemplary family facilitates her decision. Furthermore, it can be assumed that 
Christine has realised that giving Rachel up for adoption offered her a better 
future since Christine would most probably not have been able to raise Rachel 
the way her adoptive family did. 
 
The visiting of her relatives in Ireland has shown Christine how valuable 
a family is. Especially with her sister Mary she has developed a very close and 
trustful relationship in the course of the story. Christine does not want to go 
back to the United States, where numerous problems connected with her 
destroyed marriage await her. Rather, she wants to return to her roots and be 
close to the people she loves. She even thinks about telling her relatives the 
truth about her marriage and the baby. Moreover, it can be argued that 
Christine wants to live close to her biological daughter. After almost two 
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decades, Christine finally can have the family life she always wanted to have. 
Although she does not have her own family, she can stay with her siblings, 
nephews and nieces. She has recognised that her life in the United States was 
very superficial and how she values her Irish roots. Christine’s connection to 
tradition is supported by the first paragraph of the story, in which Christine 
rejects a new, modern hotel in favour of the hotel she remembers from her 
childhood:  
 
The travel agent had done his best to persuade her of the merits of 
staying in one of Dublin’s newer flash designer hotels but tradition and 
childhood memory of feeding ducks and swinging on the swings in the 
city’s public park had won out and she had insisted on a room 
overlooking the Green for old times’ sake. (Conlon-McKenna, 217) 
 
The memories of her family life as a child, thus, mean much to her. Although 
there is an open ending in the story, the reader can guess that Christine will 
decide to stay in Ireland, close to her family. 
 
 
5.1.2 Maeve Binchy: “All that Matters” 
 
Nessa Byrne, the teenage protagonist of the story, lives in a working-
class home together with her family. Once a year, her aunt Elizabeth comes to 
visit them from New York for several days. Elizabeth is described as a very 
classy and posh person with high expectations. Therefore, the family is keen on 
making a good impression: 
 
[…] [T]hey cleaned the house and tidied up the garden for weeks before 
her arrival. Aunt Elizabeth’s bedroom was emptied of all the clutter that 
had built up there in the year since her last visit, and they touched up the 
paintwork and lined the empty drawers with clean pink paper. […] Even 
Nessa’s father smartened himself up when his sister arrived from 
America. (Binchy, 79, 80) 
 
 
Especially Nessa feels great respect and veneration for her aunt. She 
accepts that Elizabeth is very secretive about her private life and does not 
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answer direct questions. One day, however, Elizabeth inducts Nessa to her 
secrets of style and elegance: 
 
‘I’m going to tell you something very important so listen: I know you are 
only fourteen but it’s never too early to now this. All that matters is the 
image you create of yourself. Do you understand? ‘[…] ‘Believe me, it is 
all that matters. (Binchy, 82) 
 
Elizabeth regards it as her mission to make Nessa as elegant and stylish as 
herself. Therefore, she gives her several pieces of advice: 
 
‘[…] For a start, you should call yourself your full name, Vanessa; people 
will have more respect for you.’  
‘I couldn’t do that; they’d all think I was a gobshite.’ 
‘And you should never use language like that, about yourself or about 
anyone. If you are to amount to anything, then you must have respect for 
the way you appear to others.’  
‘[…] All that matters is giving a good impression of yourself to others; it’s 
like a mirror. If you look well and people think you look well then they 
reflect it back at you.’ (Binchy, 82, 83) 
 
Vanessa seems to be like a substitute child to Elizabeth. As if she was a 
puppet, she teaches her how to dress, behave, talk and act properly. However, 
one might say that Elizabeth wants Vanessa to live the life she always wanted. 
Elizabeth identifies with her niece and sees herself in her. Since she regards 
her own life as destroyed by the unwanted pregnancy, she wants to make up for 
these lost years by reliving her life through her niece. 
 
Three decades ago, Elizabeth saw herself forced to flee to America by 
her unmarried pregnancy. Although no details are revealed about the 
circumstances of her pregnancy, it becomes clear that bearing an illegitimate 
child was never an option for Elizabeth: “[…] you can’t be allowed to ruin your 
life staying at home wheeling a pram up and down Chestnut Street, marking 
yourself out as a loser before your life has properly begun” (Binchy, 95). For 
lack of money, an abortion was not a solution either. Thus, she gave her baby 
up for adoption in America. 
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However, although Elizabeth made her relatives believe that she lives a 
successful and fulfilled life in America, there are references in the text which 
arouse doubts about her real existence. There are hints that Elizabeth lives in 
loneliness, without friends and a partner: “[Aunt Elizabeth] invited Vanessa to 
come up and sit in her bedroom while she packed. Vanessa noticed that there 
were no gifts for anyone back in New York” (Binchy, 85). 
 
Moreover, Elizabeth’s reluctance concerning family pictures is very 
peculiar: “When Aunt Elizabeth came to visit, there was no call for jolly, happy 
family pictures. […] Aunt Elizabeth wouldn’t want to record this no matter how 
much the sun had shone and how heartily they had all laughed during the day” 
(Binchy, 80). It is legitimate to argue that Elizabeth does not want to appear on 
family pictures since this would remember her of her own child and the family 
she most probably would like to have. Thus, she avoids being confronted with 
her past by rejecting being photographed. 
 
Also as far as Elizabeth’s pretended wealth is concerned, some textual 
references prove that her financial resources are limited:  
 
On one evening during her yearly visit Aunt Elizabeth would invite the 
whole family for a drink at whatever she had decided was the new smart 
place to go in Dublin. And it was one drink, not several (Binchy, 81). 
 
‘There’s no money for new clothes or anything’, Vanessa said when she 
saw she was being observed. She half hoped that some financial help 
might be offered, but then Dad always said that Lizzie [Elizabeth] still had 
her confirmation money (Binchy, 88). 
 
Furthermore, since Elizabeth does not want her relatives to know about her 
lonesome and poor life in New York, she is very reserved when Vanessa wants 
to visit her in the States: “’You can write to me, Vanessa, telling me your 
progress.’ ‘And maybe come and see you in New York one day?’ Vanessa was 
daring. ‘One day maybe.’ (Binchy, 88). 
 
When Vanessa tells her aunt about her pregnancy, Elizabeth’s greatest 
concern is to keep it secret by all means. She holds the opinion that an 
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unmarried pregnancy could destroy a woman’s whole life; thus, she herself 
decided to give up her baby for adoption almost two decades ago. For Vanessa, 
she has the same procedure in mind: “Now, are you having a termination or will 
you have it adopted?” (Binchy, 94). It does not even come to her mind that 
Vanessa might want to keep her baby. Raising an illegitimate child is something 
unthinkable for Elizabeth, and she assumes that it is the same for her niece.  
 
Although Elizabeth acts very unemotionally, the reader gets the 
impression that she still has to cope with the loss of her child. She tries to 
distract herself from her son by avoiding every conversation about him, and she 
does this very cleverly by creating an image of herself as being untouchable: 
She presents herself as a wealthy, classy and sublime woman who has moved 
to the United States in order to live a more successful life. Since people are 
impressed by her pretended success, they do not even dare to ask her direct 
questions or take photographs of her against her will. In this way, Elizabeth 
manages to avoid critical questions about her rash emigration. Moreover, she 
rejected her son when he tried to get in contact with her nine years ago. One 
could argue that this again was a way of avoiding confrontation with the whole 
case. For Elizabeth, steering clear of her past is much easier than being 
confronted with the decision she made three decades ago. This shows that she 
feels guilty about the adoption and that she has not got over it yet. 
 
Although nothing is revealed about Elizabeth’s familial situation, it can be 
assumed that she did not have a particularly close relationship to her parents. 
When detecting her pregnancy, Elizabeth most probably was afraid of her 
parents’ reaction and expected that her family would not support her. Thus, she 
chose the easier way and left the land. Vanessa, on the other hand, knows that 
she can rely on her family, and she even thinks that they would be glad about 
the baby. However, at this point it must be noted that Elizabeth’s unmarried 
pregnancy happened almost 30 years before the time of narration; thus, 
attitudes towards illegitimate motherhood have changed considerably over this 
period. Although textual references reveal that unmarried motherhood is still 
shunned at the time the story is set, it must be assumed that the attitude 
towards single mothers was certainly much more negative three decades 
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before. Thus, Elizabeth surely found herself in a more difficult position than 
Vanessa does.  
 
 
5.1.3 Éilís Ní Dhuibhne: “Wuff Wuff Wuff for de Valera!”  
 
 The twin sisters Pauline and Bernie are on their way to a holiday in 
Lanzarote, when Bernie, the narrator of the story, utters her thoughts about their 
adolescence. The two girls grew up in a rather poor environment in Crumlin, 
and textual references reveal that they were children sometime in the late 
1950s: Bernie refers to de Valera’s presidential election of 1959212 (singing 
‘Vote vote vote for de Valera’ (Dhuibhne, 3)); moreover, she touches on the free 
education scheme of 1967, which granted free second level education for all 
young people213: “In fact we were the first bunch even to go to secondary 
school, free education having been introduced in the nick of time, just as we 
finished primary” (Dhuibhne, 3). Since there is a reference in the text that the 
sisters were 17 years of age in 1971, it can be concluded that they were born in 
1954.214 At the time Pauline got pregnant, the strict laws concerning 
contraception were slowly beginning to get loosened. Attitudes towards 
unmarried mothers, however, remained fairly unchanged.215  
 
 Discovering Pauline’s pregnancy when they were in second year of 
Trinity college, she was absolutely sure that keeping the child was impossible, 
not only for financial reasons:  
 
If she went through with the pregnancy she’d miss her exams and then 
she wouldn’t get her grant next year. And keeping the baby… where 
would she keep it? On what? Nobody did that. Nobody would talk to you, 
if you did. You’d be a leper (Dhuibhne, 5).  
 
                                                 
212 Cf. http://www.ireland-information.com/articles/eamondevalera.htm. 
213 Cf. 
http://www.educationireland.ie/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=17&Itemid=23. 
214 Cf. Dhuibhne, 3. 
215 See chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion on Ireland’s legal situation in regard to sexuality 
and childbirth. 
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This quote clearly shows that an unmarried pregnancy meant a huge social 
burden and a stigma that could not be defeated. Pauline knew that she would 
be ostracised for her whole life if she decided to keep the baby. Moreover, as a 
student she did not have the financial resources to afford a child, and she 
presumably did not dare to ask her family for support. Pauline, additionally, is 
described as a very ambitious person (“[…] she decided we were going to 
university, which was the equivalent of staging the October Revolution in Mozart 
Road; nobody on Mozart Road had ever gone to university.” (Dhuibhne, 3)), 
thus, it can be assumed that she regarded a child as an obstacle which would 
prevent her from living a successful and fulfilled life.  
 
 Since an abortion was too expensive for Pauline, she decided to bear the 
child and give it up for adoption. She found support not only in her sister Bernie, 
but also in an adoption agency: “One of the Catholic agencies for unmarried 
mothers organized everything for her - home, hospital, adoption” (Dhuibhne, 6). 
However, when recognising that her baby was mentally retarded, nobody 
wanted to adopt it. Although Pauline could have left her son in the institution, 
she found herself unable to leave him behind: “‘It was like he was… part of me. 
Giving him up for adoption would have been like cutting my arm and giving it to 
someone who hadn’t got an arm of their own, sort of” (Dhuibhne, 6). Pauline 
never wanted to have the baby but, despite its disability, felt a very strong 
biological bond between her and her child. This made it impossible for her to 
give it away.  
 
 When discovering her pregnancy, the only thought Pauline had in mind 
was how to get rid of the baby as fast and as cheaply as possible. Firstly, she 
knew that Irish society did not approve of illegitimate mothers and children; 
furthermore, she felt unable to care for the child. What is more, Pauline saw her 
educational career, her freedom and her reputation in danger. Therefore, she 
did not even think rationally about keeping the baby, but wanted to dispose of it 
immediately. After she gave birth to her son, however, she noticed that it is not 
easy to give a child away. She felt an overwhelming biological bond between 
her and her son and was unable to leave him behind. She seems to be glad that 
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nobody wanted to adopt him because she states that “’I wouldn’t have let them 
adopt him either, after I’d had it’” (Dhuibhne, 6).  
 
 
5.1.4 Conclusion 
 
The three short stories under consideration clearly show that adoption 
was often regarded as the cheaper equivalent to a termination of the 
pregnancy. All three women in the stories became pregnant out of wedlock and 
tried to keep their illicit pregnancies secret. They were afraid of people’s 
reaction and the stigma that is associated with an unmarried pregnancy. For 
two women of the stories, having an abortion was impossible for lack of 
financial resources. The protagonist of “Flesh and Blood” indeed had the money 
to afford a termination; however, she decided against it and gave birth to her 
baby. While the expectant mothers in “All that Matters” and “Wuff Wuff Wuff for 
de Valera!” did not even think about raising the child themselves in the 
beginning, it seems that Christine of “Flesh and Blood” planned to keep her 
child. When her father threw her out, however, her hopes of support by her 
family were rejected, and so she saw herself forced to give her baby up for 
adoption. In “All that Matters”, aunt Elizabeth’s unwanted pregnancy made her 
flee to America, where she gave birth to her son in secret and put him up for 
adoption. Pauline, the protagonist of “Wuff Wuff Wuff for de Valera!”, planned to 
give her baby away immediately after birth, but in the end she pretended to be 
glad about the adoptive family’s climbdown.  
 
All three expectant mothers distressed themselves for fear of their 
reputation as unmarried mothers. They thought that the illicit pregnancy would 
destroy their future lives and perspectives. The protagonists all were at least 
thinking about having an abortion, but then regarded adoption as the easier and 
only affordable way out.  
 
However, none of the unmarried mothers of the stories analysed 
managed to get over the loss of their children. Christine of “Flesh and Blood” 
returns to her Irish roots after 19 years in order to find her biological daughter. 
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Elizabeth of “All That Matters” covers her inner conflict and grief by creating a 
fake existence in America. Although she talks very unemotionally about her 
child, it can be read between the lines that she suffers greatly from the loss of 
her son. Pauline, the protagonist of “Wuff Wuff Wuff for de Valera!”, feels such 
an overwhelming emotional bond between her and her mentally retarded son 
that she feels unable to leave him behind. If she gave him to the adoptive 
parents, however, it could be argued that she very probably would not have 
been able to get over the loss of her child, either. 
 
What is also striking is the similarity between the protagonists of “All that 
Matters” and “Flesh and Blood”. Both women suffered terribly from the rejection 
by their children’s fathers or their families. In order to escape Ireland’s strict 
morality concerning unmarried mothers, they both emigrated to the United 
States. Moreover, both protagonists created a fake existence in order to cover 
their despair and to impress their relatives: Christine of “Flesh and Blood” 
pretends that she is going to inherit her husband’s millions; Elizabeth of “All 
That Matters” plays the role of the successful, classy and wealthy lady. In this 
way, both women try to distract their minds from their children and avoid any 
confrontation with the subject.  
 
As the texts analysed reveal, many women saw themselves forced to 
give their babies up for adoption in 20th-century Ireland. They were afraid of 
being stigmatised by society; moreover, many of them were not supported or 
even rejected by their families. Giving the child up for adoption, however, meant 
deliverance only in the beginning. Many women cannot forget their babies for 
the rest of their lives, and they are not able to cope with the trauma attached to 
the loss of a child.  
 
 
5.2 Motherhood Interrupted - (Intended) Abortion 
 
 The following chapter is concerned with an analysis of two short stories 
which deal with abortion as a way of coping with an illegitimate pregnancy. 
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“Wuff Wuff Wuff for de Valera!” by Éilís Ní Dhuibhne treats the case of a 
teenage girl who finds herself pregnant and wishes to have an abortion. Eithne 
McGuinness’ “Feather Bed” is a moving story about a young girl who is forced 
to help her mother in conducting a self-induced abortion. 
 
 
5.2.1 Éilís Ní Dhuibhne: “Wuff Wuff Wuff for de Valera!” 
 
When Pauline detects that she is pregnant in second year of university, 
the first thought she has in mind is about having an abortion. Aside from her 
lack of financial means, it can be assumed that Pauline regards an illicit child as 
a further danger of being discriminated against. Coming from a poor area in 
Ireland, the twins Pauline and Bernie are ostracised by their fellow students and 
professors for their origin and their “Crumlin accent” (Dhuibhne, 4). An 
illegitimate child would even more mark her out as a loser: “And keeping the 
baby… where would she keep it? […] Nobody did that. Nobody would talk to 
you, if you did. You’d be a leper.” (Dhuibhne, 5).  
 
Abortions, however, seem to be socially accepted among the girls 
attending college, and a marker of wealth and superiority:  
 
“Girls had them [abortions], Trinity girls. But they were always at a 
distance which made them impossible to access. Sometimes I wonder if 
they were mythical creatures. They were certainly as elusive as dryads 
or mermaids. You heard about them, but you never actually saw one, 
much less talked to one or asked them for advice.” (Dhuibhne, 4-5) 
 
 In order to get access to information on abortion, Pauline and Bernie visit 
a family-planning clinic. Since contraception is still illegal216, the clinic is located 
in a back street, and the girls try to get in unobserved: “So we sneaked off to it, 
looking over our shoulders in case anyone we knew would spot us. It was 
located in a quiet back street, in a basement.” (Dhuibhne, 5). Once inside, the 
staff tries to make Pauline refrain from having an abortion:  
 
                                                 
216 Contraceptives were illegal until the Family Planning Bill of 1978, which allowed the use of 
contraception only on prescription (Cf. Patterson, 290). 
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They were very slow to give us information about abortion - they tried 
everything else: to persuade Pauline to get married, to consider 
adoption, to keep the baby. All impossible for her - the boy wouldn’t 
marry her and she didn’t want to anyway. If she went through with the 
pregnancy she’d miss her exams and then wouldn’t get her grant next 
year. And keeping the baby… […] Nobody did that. Nobody would talk to 
you, if you did. You’d be a leper. (Dhuibhne, 5) 
 
 Only later, they give her the telephone number of a London abortion 
clinic217. However, Pauline and Bernie are not able to meet the costs of the 
termination: 
 
Three hundred pounds. And travel on top of that. It might as well have 
been three million pounds. Our fees for the year were about a hundred 
pounds. Our maintenance grant for the year was £200, and our mother 
got that. We had no money. We had no friends with money. We’d never 
gone to England, never booked a ticket on the ferry, never stayed in a 
hotel or a B. and B. It was all too much for us. (Dhuibhne, 6) 
 
30 years later, at the time of narration, the narrator Bernie asks her sister 
if she ever wished to have had the money for the abortion. Pauline does not 
answer, but begins to sing “Wuff wuff wuff for de Valera!”, with a modified text 
they composed when they were children. Thus, Pauline evades the question by 
shifting the focus on a funny incident in their childhood. There are two possible 
interpretations of this passage:  
 
Firstly, Pauline could want to distract herself from thinking about her 
decision in the past by turning her attention on the great childhood she and 
Bernie had. She does not want to cogitate about how her decision would have 
been if she had enough money. Pauline decided to keep her baby and now tries 
to make the best of her life with her mentally retarded son.  
 
According to the second possible interpretation, the lyrics of the song 
Pauline starts to sing signify that she is jealous of Bernie because she knows 
that her son Sebastian controls her whole life: “Bernie is the one that can have 
a bit of fun and we don’t know Pauline any more I O” (Dhuibhne, 7). Pauline 
used to be the dominant one of the twins, the better-looking one, the one who 
                                                 
217 Abortions have been legally available in England since 1967 (Cf. Mahon, 157). 
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decided what to do. She was Bernie’s role model, but now their lives are 
completely changed - Bernie has become the more successful one, the one 
who is happily married and has two healthy children. Pauline, on the other 
hand, is a single mother of a mentally retarded child, lives under rather dismal 
conditions and has devoted her whole life to her son and hence neglected her 
own needs.  
 
Additionally, the fact that Pauline is “a bit too forthright about her atheism, 
her dislike of the Catholic Church” (Dhuibhne, 7) shows that she is angry that 
conservative Ireland does not allow women to have a termination of their 
pregnancy. Comparing her life to that of her twin sister, Pauline sees that she 
has to bear a much greater burden. She spends her life alone since it is most 
probably very difficult for her to find a partner who accepts her mentally retarded 
son. She presumably does not have much time to see friends either or to use 
her leisure time, and she also has to face the fact that unmarried mothers are 
confronted with disapproval. Thus, it can be argued that Pauline would have 
preferred to have an abortion. However, on the other hand, it becomes clear to 
the reader that her son Sebastian means everything to Pauline, and that she is 
a very caring and loving mother. Despite all the drawbacks lone motherhood 
entails, she loves her son and cannot imagine her life without him. 
 
 
5.2.2 Eithne McGuinness: “Feather Bed” 
 
The first person narrator of the story, a young girl, finds herself in a 
mental asylum where she tries to cope with the trauma caused by her mother’s 
self-induced abortion. 
 
The narrator has a very ambivalent relationship to her mother: On the 
one hand, her mother seems to be her role model: “I had learnt the ‘calorific 
value’ of every food from my mother” (McGuinness, 45); on the other hand, 
however, she feels mistreated by her and regards her as a double-faced 
person. The girl’s mother treats her almost like a tool or her personal slave: Her 
daughter has to cover up her affair with a man called Mr. Naidoo and she is 
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used by her mother as a gym equipment: “On Tuesday evenings, I sat on her 
feet while she did her sit-ups. […] We walked backwards on our bottoms across 
the carpet and did scissors with our legs, but mostly she made me count. She 
said I was good at that.” (McGuinness, 46). Thus, the mother does not support 
or shepherd her child, but always exclusively acts for herself. She utilises her 
daughter in order to achieve her own goals. The girl, consequently, is forced to 
assume a merely passive role.  
 
Although the mother pretends to love her child, she treats her very badly 
and there are even hints at domestic violence:  
 
At home, making a fuss led to a beating. To being told to get the wooden 
spoon and to pull down my knickers. […] My bare bottom felt huge in our 
little kitchen. The weight of my dress pressed onto my back and 
shoulders. My socks bit the soft skin behind my knees. Knickers floppy 
and disgraceful around my ankles. The blue wooden chair that Daddy 
painted to match the cupboard was cold and smooth against my belly. 
The relief when she finally hit me; sharp red pain. (McGuinness, 41) 
 
 Moreover, the mother regularly humiliates her daughter and blames her 
for her own overreactions: “’I love you more than anything in the world, why do 
you have to be so bold? Is there something wrong with you? Something you 
want to tell your mammy?’” (McGuinness, 42) Thus, she shifts the guilt on her 
daughter who consequently feels inferior and develops self-doubts. 
 
 However, the real reason for the girl’s recalcitrant behaviour is her 
mother’s hypocrisy regarding her affair. It can be assumed that provoking her 
mother is the girl’s only opportunity of challenging her, of taking revenge for 
treating her as well as her father badly: 
 
I just liked fighting with her and making her wild. It was better than sitting 
there looking at her painting her mouth red. Better than being left alone in 
the afternoons when she went ‘out’. Better than watching her slide into 
Mr Naidoo’s green Mercedes and having to stay beside the phone when 
the sun was shining, to tell my father she was gone to the shops if he 
rang. Much better than the dirty, sweaty smell of her when she came 
back all shiny. (McGuinness, 42) 
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Thus, although there is a reference in the text that the girl is only eleven years 
old at that time218, she seems to understand very well what her mother is doing 
with Mr. Naidoo.  
 
 The relationship between daughter and father, on the other hand, is very 
close. When he comes to visit her in the mental asylum, she is thrilled to see 
him: “I recognised the shape of his head through the wavy glass in the hall door. 
I ran up and started rapping, ‘Daddy, Daddy, it’s me.’” (McGuinness, 47). The 
father, however, does not have a clue about his wife’s affair and the mistreating 
of his daughter. Since the mother oppresses and intimidates her daughter, the 
girl most probably does not dare to tell him about it. Moreover, her mother 
rewards her with sweets for not revealing the affair and the beatings: “’Who got 
you a little present for being so good? Daddy doesn’t like you having too much 
chocolate, so this is just between you and me’” (McGuinness, 42). When visiting 
his daughter in the asylum, the father states that she is missed badly by her 
mother. This could, on the one hand, point towards the fact that the mother 
pretends to miss her just in order to appear “pure” (McGuinness, 41) and not to 
arouse any distrust. On the other hand, it could be the case that the mother 
really misses her daughter, the provider of her alibi, since she now cannot 
secretly meet up with her affair. For the girl, however, the statement is a punch 
in the face since she knows precisely that her mother does not miss her 
daughter, but only the person she can push around. 
 
 In the institution, the girl is very insubordinate towards the staff and does 
not let herself be ordered around: 
 
‘Down,’ he [doctor O’Doherty] said, as if I was a dog. I just sang louder. 
He stepped into the room. Angela half-slid, half-rolled off my knees and 
snuck back into her corner. I kept going, though it was hard work without 
my backing singers: in fact, I think I went out of tune. O’Doherty looked 
angry; he came close, right up to my face. I kind of spat at him, I didn’t 
mean to, it was the song - you know the exciting bit about praying for the 
end of time. He told me to shut up in this low, filthy tone. Then I really did 
get upset - you don’t expect that outside of your own home. 
(McGuinness, 43-44) 
                                                 
218 Cf. McGuinness, 42. 
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It seems reasonable to suggest that the girl behaves in this way because she 
has the opportunity to exercise power on others for the first time in her life. 
Since she knows that the doctor is not allowed to beat her, she refuses to 
accept his commands. She steps out of the inferior role she occupies at home 
and dares to rebel. Especially the last sentences of the passage quoted above 
show that she has indeed accepted the role of the inferior, powerless girl at 
home, though, she is not prepared to approve this role anywhere else. This idea 
is supported by another quote in the story:  
 
I didn’t want big ones [breasts]; Marcella was probably a slave to her 
husband’s desires. He’d always be at her, saying, ‘Give us another try on 
your cloud.’ I wasn’t going to be a slave to anything. (McGuinness, 46) 
 
This reference again shows that the girl is not willing to be dominated by 
anyone. However, she is not able to free herself from her mother’s oppression.  
 
 Although she kicks the doctor and acts very boldly, her behaviour 
immediately changes when she hears a song called “Julia” on the radio:  
 
Julia is my mother’s name. I got into bed, pulled the clothes up to my 
chin. O’Doherty raised his head; his eyes were all watery, just like a baby 
getting ready to cry. That made me so sad I pulled the covers right over 
my head. (McGuinness, 44) 
 
Thus, as soon as she only remembers her mother, she reverts to her old, 
inferior role. 
 
 The girl is afraid of her mother and is traumatised not only because of the 
latter’s beatings. In a flashback, the girl describes how her mother forces her to 
help her with aborting her foetus after she has discovered her pregnancy. Since 
she believes that the baby has been fathered by her affair, she wants to get rid 
of it as fast and conveniently as possible. She consequently forces her daughter 
to kill the baby violently: 
 
It wouldn’t come out. She’d spent hours in the bath drinking mugs of gin 
and castor oil, sending me up and down for boiling water. Then she told 
me to put my Wellington boots on. […] 
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‘Do I have to tell you again? Do I?’ 
I started to cry. She pinched the soft skin under my arm between her 
fingers. 
‘Do it, or I swear you’ll be sorry.’ 
I closed my eyes and kicked out hard, the wellie flew off, hit the 
mantelpiece, then landed on her head. (McGuinness, 47-48) 
 
After the dead foetus comes out, the mother unemotionally instructs her 
daughter to get rid of ‘it’: “’I’m done for, give me a knock when it’s gone’” 
(McGuinness, 48). The girl very movingly describes her feelings and disgust 
when flushing her dead sibling down the toilet:  
 
It wouldn’t go down. I poked it with the handle of the toilet brush. Each 
time I touched it, sour tea sprayed into my mouth, right up my nose. I 
thought I saw the shape of a hand, or maybe it was a foot. What if it was 
still alive? Squirming away from the pointy tip of the brush. It started 
leaking; tadpoles of blood struck to the sides of the bowl. It took a long 
time and half a bottle of Harpic. (McGuinness, 48) 
 
However, as the girl states that the infant was not black, it becomes clear 
that the baby was most likely not fathered by the affair Mr. Naidoo, who 
because of his name, seems to be of Indian origin. Rather, the baby could be 
conceived inside marriage. Though, of fear that her extra-marital affair could be 
discovered, the mother reaches the direful decision of aborting the baby. If her 
affair was a white man, she probably would foist the illegitimate child on her 
husband. A dark-skinned baby, however, would raise suspicion immediately; 
consequently, having an abortion is the safer way for her. Although no concrete 
references can be found in the text, a professional termination most probably is 
not a suitable solution for her as abortions are only available abroad. Yet, in 
order not to uncover herself as a deceiving wife, she even risks her own life and 
health as well as the well-being of her daughter by terminating her pregnancy 
herself. 
 
For the daughter, this incident is a life-changing experience. She is 
severely traumatised and in need of psychological treatment. Moreover, the 
trauma as well as her mother’s strict education on dieting seem to have caused 
an eating disorder:  
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I didn’t eat much but she [the cook] didn’t mind. I explained that my brain 
only had the power to administer to a certain square inch ratio. If my 
body got any bigger, my brain would overload trying to control the extra 
area and I would lose my power. […] The optimum calorie intake to keep 
my vitals ticking over, without any unwanted expansion, was six hundred 
and fifty. I ate the porridge in the morning - no sugar, just milk. At 
lunchtime, I usually managed some grey looking meat and gravy, then a 
boiled egg with triangles of toast for tee. (McGuinness, 45) 
 
 The girl’s mother is indirectly described as a very unemotional, stone-
hearted and double-faced person. She uses her daughter in order to cover up 
her affair and the resulting pregnancy. Focusing on the following textual 
reference, it can be argued that the mother even regards her daughter as a 
rival. This is most probably the reason for the mother’s cruel and heartless 
behaviour towards the girl: “’You needn’t think I can’t see through you. You’d 
like me to be ruined. Keep your precious Daddy all to yourself. Kick me. Do you 
hear? Kick me.’” (McGuinness, 48). It is reasonable to assume that she is 
jealous at the close relationship between daughter and father. However, her 
own behaviour towards her daughter makes a similarly good relation between 
mother and daughter impossible. However, one could also argue that she 
envies her daughter because her husband seems to be more dedicated to her 
than to his wife. She wants to get rid of her in order to gain the full attention of 
her husband. According to this interpretation, the mother’s affair could be 
regarded as her way of obtaining the love she does not receive at home. 
However, as the father talks very positively about his wife (“’[S]he’s still not 
well… poor girl. Delicate, always was.’” (McGuinness, 47)), it seems most 
probable that she really is an egoistic and double-faced person who regards her 
own needs and wants as most important. During the day, she amuses herself 
with Mr. Naidoo while she forces her daughter to provide an alibi for her. In the 
evenings, she pretends to be the pure mother and housekeeper. Keeping the 
baby, therefore, is at no time regarded as a suitable solution by her since the 
danger of giving birth to a dark-skinned child is too big. In order not to reveal her 
affair and to come out as a deceitful wife, she risks not only her own life, but 
also the mental health of her daughter.  
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5.2.3 Conclusion 
 
Both of the stories discussed deal with situations in which the expectant 
mother considers abortion as a solution to the problem of unwanted pregnancy. 
In “Wuff Wuff Wuff for de Valera!”, however, the protagonist’s wish cannot be 
realised because of the twins’ lack of money. Pauline wants to have an abortion 
since she regards this as the only possibility to escape social discrimination. 
However, the sisters cannot afford a termination of Pauline’s pregnancy. 
Therefore, she decides to give her child up for adoption. When the adoptive 
parents draw back, she determines to raise her son as a single mother. In the 
second story, “Feather Bed”, the mother fears that her extra-marital affair could 
be revealed if she gave birth to the child. In order not to become socially 
excluded as a mother of a dark-skinned, illicit child, she decides to get rid of the 
baby. Since a professional abortion has only been available in England, it is 
most probably too expensive and time-consuming for her. She needs to 
terminate her pregnancy as fast and as inconspicuously as possible; thus, she 
aborts the foetus herself, with the help of her teenage-daughter. This involves a 
huge danger of permanent health damage and even death. However, in order to 
get rid of her unwanted child and thus avoid the stigma attached to extra-marital 
motherhood, she takes every risk. 
 
In the stories discussed, abortion is viewed as the most effective and 
quickest way of getting rid of an unwanted baby. Since abortions have not been 
available in Ireland, however, many women find themselves unable to meet the 
costs. Moreover, it is almost impossible to have a baby aborted in secret since 
an abortion abroad entails a few days of travel and residence in the clinic. As 
already discussed in the previous chapter, many women in the stories analysed 
regard adoption as the cheaper and easier way of disposing of an unwanted 
baby. However, in order not to be socially excluded as an illegitimate mother, 
women have to hide their pregnancy and can live as normal only after they gave 
birth. In the case of the mother in “Feather Bed”, however, this is not possible 
since her husband would soon discover her pregnancy. Therefore, she regards 
the risking of her life as the only possibility to save her reputation as well as her 
marriage. 
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 However, the two protagonists of the stories act in a very dissimilar 
manner and have completely different motivations: Pauline of “Wuff Wuff Wuff 
for de Valera!” only has her own career and advancement in mind at first, while 
she completely changes her opinion after the birth of her son: She feels an 
overwhelming emotional connection to him and is unable to give him away. She 
puts his needs before her own and wishes to be a good mother to her baby. 
She wants to enable her son to live with his biological mother, outside an 
institution. The expectant mother in “Feather Bed”, by contrast, acts very 
selfishly. She forces her daughter to help her with aborting her foetus and thus 
causes a mental trauma. In order not to reveal her affair, she even accepts her 
daughter’s trauma and the violent killing of her baby. Thus, she acts exclusively 
in her own interest and does not care about the feelings of others. 
 
 
5.3 Manslaughter 
 
 This chapter focuses on Mary Lavin’s short story “Sarah”, which deals 
with manslaughter as a reaction to an illicit pregnancy. 
 
 
5.3.1 Mary Lavin: “Sarah” 
 
 Sarah, the protagonist of Mary Lavin’s short story, has given birth to 
three sons by three different fathers. Although one could assume that she is 
shunned by society, she has a good reputation among her neighbours since 
she is an exemplary Catholic and a very hard and accurate worker: “Sarah was 
a great worker, strong and tireless, and a lot of women in the village got her in 
to scrub for them. Nobody was ever known to be unkind to her” (Lavin, 15). 
Sarah’s neighbouring people stand behind her and even defend her if some 
outsider showed disapproval of her. However, her good reputation can be solely 
attributed to her strict Catholicism and her attitude towards work:  
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If Sarah had been one to lie in bed on a Sunday and miss Mass, her 
neighbours might have felt differently about her, there being greater 
understanding in their hearts for sins against God than sins against the 
Holy Church. But Sarah found it easy to keep the Commandments of the 
church. She never missed Mass. She observed abstinence on all days 
abstinence was required. She frequently did the Stations of the Cross as 
well. And on Lady Day when an annual pilgrimage took place to a holy 
well in the neighbouring village Sarah was an example to all - with her 
shoes off walking over the sharp flinty stones, doing penance like a nun. 
(Lavin, 15) 
 
Moreover, compared to other mothers of illicit children, Sarah enjoys 
some privileges that can be attributed to her good reputation:  
 
And not one of her children was born in the County Home. It was the 
most upright matron in the village who slapped life into every one of 
them. ‘She’s unfortunate, that’s all,’ this matron used to say. ’How could 
she know any better - living with two rough brothers? And don’t forget 
she had no father herself!’ (Lavin, 15) 
 
Sarah could bear her children with the help of a trained matron; moreover, due 
to her familial situation she is regarded as unfortunate rather than immoral.  
 
 However, although Sarah is popular with her neighbours, many women 
are cautious and do not dare to engage her. They fear that Sarah will seduce 
their husbands or sons: “All the same, charity was tempered with prudence, and 
women with grown sons, and women not long married, took care not to hire her” 
(Lavin, 15). When Kathleen Kedrigan thinks about hiring Sarah, consequently, 
the neighbouring women strongly recommend engaging another worker: “’I’d 
rather let the roof fall in on him than draw Sarah Murray about my place!’ said 
the woman. ‘She has a queer way of looking at a man. I wouldn’t like to have 
her give my man one of those looks’” (Lavin, 16). 
 
 On Sarah’s first workday at the Kedrigan’s, she convinces Kathleen that 
she is the right choice: “Sarah went over to Mrs. Kedrigan’s in the morning Mrs. 
Kedrigan was going away and she made her a nice cup of tea. Then she carried 
the suitcase down to the road and helped Kathleen on to the bus because it 
was a busy time for Oliver” (Lavin, 17). Thus, Kathleen leaves home with a 
good feeling. 
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 During their days together, Oliver and Sarah seem to be on good terms 
and they have fun:  
 
‘Did you rub sheep-raddle into your cheeks?’ he asked, and he laughed 
again -a loud happy laugh that could give no offence. And Sarah took 
none. But her cheeks went redder, and she angrily swiped a bare arm 
across her face as if to stem the flux of the healthy blood in her face”. 
(Lavin, 17) 
 
This suggests that Sarah is attracted to Oliver since she blushes when he talks 
to her; moreover, she can not take her eyes off him: “Sarah stared after him, 
keeping her eyes on him until the cart was like a toy cart in the distance, with a 
toy horse under it, and Oliver himself a toy farmer made out of painted wood” 
(Lavin, 17). Therefore, one could argue that Sarah has begun to develop 
feelings for him. 
 
 When Kathleen arrives back home, Sarah’s life proceeds as normal: She 
stays at home with her brothers and works hard on the fields. Her brothers, 
however, take advantage of Sarah since they demand the money she has 
earned at the Kedrigan’s. Moreover, Sarah has to do all the house- and 
fieldwork alone. Her brothers are not able to keep house without her; moreover, 
they regard the home as a woman’s sphere: “God Almighty what would we do 
without her? There must be a woman in the house!” (Lavin, 18). One day, her 
brothers discover her pregnancy: 
 
‘For God’s sake,’ he said, ‘will you look at her!’ 
Sarah ignored Pat’s remark, except for a toss of her head. She sat down 
and ate her own supper greedily, swilling it down with several cups of 
boiling tea. When she’d finished she got up and went out into the wagon-
blue night. Her brothers stared after her. ‘Holy God,’ Pat said, ‘something 
will have to be done about her this time.’ 
‘Ah what’s the use of talking like that?’ Joseph said, twitching his 
shoulders uneasily. ‘If the country is full of blackguards, what can we do 
about it?’ (Lavin, 18). 
 
As it becomes obvious in the passage just quoted, the brothers shift the guilt 
rather on the “blackguards” (Lavin, 18) than their sister. However, they are 
desperate since they do not know how to stop their sister from becoming 
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pregnant again and again. Their major problem, though, is not their reputation 
among the neighbouring people, but the pressure that is imposed by the 
Church: 
 
‘I thought the talking-to she got from the priest the last time would knock 
sense into her. The priest said a Home was the only pace for the like of 
her. […] All the same something will have to be done. When the priest 
hears about this he’ll be at me again. And this time I’ll have to give him a 
better answer than the other times.’ (Lavin, 18) 
 
The reference to a “Home” in the passage quoted above most probably 
refers to the County Homes which replaced the former workhouses after 
1923.219 As the priest in the quote states, these institutions were “the only place 
for the like of her” (Lavin, 18). It was believed that women could learn 
obedience and morality in such asylums.220 The brothers, though, do not want 
to give Sarah into such a Home since they need her for fulfilling housework 
tasks. When family members stood by their pregnant relatives and refused to 
send them to County Homes or Magdalen asylums, it was common that a priest 
was coming to them, “hammering at the door, telling them it was their Christian 
duty to turn their back on their [relative]” (Horgan, n.p.). As can be read in the 
passage quoted above, this was also the case with Sarah’s brothers. 
 
 The Catholic Church had a great influence on Irish society at the time the 
story is set. Sarah’s brothers are most concerned about the priest’s response to 
her fourth illicit child. They cannot stand the pressure the Church is putting on 
them and thus make desperate efforts to conceal Sarah’s pregnancy:  
 
‘Do you remember what he [the priest] said last time? He said if she 
didn’t tell the name of the father, he’d make the new born infant open its 
mouth and name him.’ […] 
‘He didn’t do it,’ said Pat, ‘because Sarah took care not to let him catch 
sight of the child till the whole thing was put to the back of his mind by 
something else - the Confirmation - or the rewiring of the chapel.’ 
‘Well, can’t she do the same with this one?’ Joseph said. (Lavin, 18) 
 
                                                 
219 Cf. Luddy, “Rescue“, 800. 
220 See chapter 2.3.1 for more information on workhouses and other institutions for unmarried 
mothers in Ireland. 
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The brothers consequently keep their knowledge about Sarah’s 
pregnancy secret and do not say anything to her about the infant. It can be 
argued that her brothers appreciate Sarah for her working skills and her 
ambition. They do not wish her anything bad and want her to stay with them. 
However, it is not clear whether they only need her as a worker or if they have 
genuine feelings for their sister. 
 
Sarah, on the other hand, seems to be happy about her condition. She 
continues to be a hard worker and also goes to Mass regularly. Thus, Sarah 
does not hide her pregnancy but proceeds with a normal way of life. 
 
Sarah went out every night, as she had always done, when dusk began 
to crouch over the fields. […] She worked even better than before and 
she sang at her work. She carried her child deep in her body and she 
boldly faced an abashed congregation at Mass on Sundays, walking 
down the centre aisle and taking her usual place under the fourth station 
of the cross. (Lavin, 19) 
 
It can be argued that Sarah does no want to cover up her fourth unmarried 
pregnancy. She even goes to Church with the illicit child in her body, although 
the Church is strongly opposed to unmarried motherhood. Her behaviour allows 
for several possible interpretations: On the one hand, it can be assumed that 
Sarah’s exemplary behaviour in Church is her way of working off her sense of 
guilt. She knows that she behaves immorally and thus tries to be a good 
Christian at least. Why she cannot refrain from unmarried sexual activity, 
however, remains unexplained. 
 
On the other hand, one could argue that Sarah is not aware of the 
perceived immorality of her actions. Other women hide their illicit pregnancies in 
order not to cause a public scandal; Sarah, however, does not seem to be 
embarrassed. Since Sarah does hardly speak throughout the whole story, the 
reader could also get the impression that she is mentally retarded. Another 
reason for Sarah’s lack of morality, however, could be her familial situation: She 
obviously grew up without parents and thus did not have anyone who told her 
what was regarded right and wrong in conservative Irish society. 
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Another possible interpretation is that Sarah has indeed been aware of 
her problematic behaviour, but does not care about others’ opinions and is not 
willing to be oppressed by society. Keeping in mind that the story is set in the 
early 20th century, however, this is a very daring interpretation as it implies a 
feminist attitude some 50 years before the beginnings of feminism in Western 
society. 
 
 When Sarah’s brothers receive the letter which says that Oliver Kedrigan 
is the father of Sarah’s unborn child, their tolerance of Sarah’s sexual 
escapades turns into fury:  
 
‘Carrying on with a married man! No one is going to say I put up with that 
kind of thing. I didn’t mind the other times when it was probably old 
Molloy or his like that would have been prepared to pay for his mistakes 
if the need arose, but I wasn’t going to stand for a thing like this.’ (Lavin, 
22) 
 
As the quote makes clear, a liaison with a married man is morally unacceptable 
and can no longer be tolerated by the brothers. Moreover, also financial worries 
are expressed. They see their reputation in danger and feel impelled to do 
something about Sarah’s immorality. Consequently, Pat, the elder brother, 
throws Sarah out with all her belongings. Joseph, however, has concerns 
because of the bad weather: “’Do you know it’s raining, Pat?’” (Lavin, 21). Thus, 
it becomes obvious to the reader that the brothers do not really want to 
endanger Sarah, but only want to teach her a lesson. 
 
 On the next day, Kathleen tells her husband Oliver that Sarah Murray 
was driven out and found dead on the street in the morning. He is stunned and 
behaves aggressively towards his wife:  
 
Her pale eyes held his, and he stared uncomprehendingly into them. 
Then he looked down at her hand that held the tin of a sheep-raddle. 
‘Give me the raddle!’ he said, but before she had time to hand it to him 
he yelled at her again. ‘Give me the raddle. Give it to me. What are you 
waiting for? Give me the God-damn’ stuff.’ (Lavin, 23) 
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Oliver’s reaction to Sarah’s death implies that he is not indifferent about it. Thus, 
it could be argued that he really had an affair with her and, therefore, thinks that 
the baby was his. Hearing that Sarah as well as the infant are dead, Oliver is 
desperate and feels sorry for her. However, by avoiding conversation about her, 
he tries to hide his emotions in order not to be distrusted by his wife.  
 
 Regardless of the real father of Sarah’s unborn child, her brothers saw 
themselves forced to do something against their sister’s immorality in order to 
restore their reputation among their neighbours as well as the Church officials. 
They did not want to harm her, but just could not “stand for much more of this” 
(Lavin, 18). Their sister’s affairs could destroy the reputation of the whole family; 
moreover, the brothers did not know how to account for the illicit children in front 
of the priest. Although the text does not reveal the brothers’ reaction to their 
sister’s death, it can be assumed that they are shocked and deeply regret their 
action. On the other hand, it is also possible that they feel relieved that her 
sister’s immorality now has found an end. 
 
 
5.3.2 Conclusion 
 
In the story selected for analysis, the brothers of the unmarried mother 
are indeed desperate about their sister’s illicit pregnancies; however, in the 
beginning, they refrain from imposing consequences since Sarah is socially 
integrated and accepted. However, when rumours about Sarah’s affair with a 
married man get public, they become furious and see their reputation in danger. 
As they know that people would not accept her pregnancy by a married man, 
they can not risk being suspected of supporting their immoral sister. Although it 
can be argued that the brothers do not want to inflict serious harm on Sarah, 
they provoke her death by throwing her out in a cold, rainy night.  
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5.4 Raising the Child as a Single Mother 
 
The following chapter deals with stories in which unmarried mothers 
decide to raise their illicit child alone, without the support of the biological father. 
First, “Wuff Wuff Wuff for de Valera!” by Éilís Ní Dhuibhne is critically analysed; 
then, the discussion turns to Claire Keegan’s “Quare Name for a Boy” and “All 
that Matters” by Maeve Binchy. 
 
 
5.4.1 Éilís Ní Dhuibhne: “Wuff Wuff Wuff for de Valera!”  
 
Éilís Ní Dhuibhne’s short story does not reveal any details about the 
circumstances of Pauline’s pregnancy. The reader neither learns who the father 
of the baby is, nor whether he knows about Pauline’s pregnancy. However, one 
can assume that he is only a brief affair and thus not interested in Pauline as 
well as the baby. Initially, when discovering her pregnancy, Pauline does not 
intend to keep the child:  
 
If she went through with the pregnancy she’d miss her exams and then 
wouldn’t get her grant next year. And keeping the baby… where would 
she keep it? On what? Nobody did that. Nobody would talk to you, if you 
did. (Dhuibhne, 5) 
 
However, her decision seems to be mainly determined by the impending social 
exclusion she would have to face as an unmarried mother. 
 
Since Pauline cannot afford to have an abortion and the adoption 
misfires, she has to decide what to do with her mentally retarded son called 
Sebastian. Although she could leave him in hospital, she decides against it as 
she feels an overwhelming biological bond between her and her child:  
 
Giving him up for adoption would have been like cutting off my arm and 
giving it to someone who hadn’t got an arm of their own, sort of. Do you 
know what I mean? It would’ve been worse than that.’ (Dhuibhne, 6) 
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She consequently opts for a life as single mother together with her son, despite 
her young age and her tense financial situation. In order to be a good mother to 
him, she sacrifices her own needs and commits herself solely to the upbringing 
of her child.  
 
Even at the time the story is set, 30 years after the birth of her son, she 
has no partner and still cares devotedly for Sebastian. Sebastian needs her 
assistance all the time; therefore, Pauline sacrifices not only her leisure time, 
but also her own bodily and physical appearance:  
 
Her face is a wreck. Too much worry. And she’s let her figure go. It is my 
honest opinion that if she had her teeth fixed up, or even whitened, and 
lost about two stone, she’d be doing a lot better in that job of hers. 
(Dhuibhne, 2) 
 
Although single mothers are still partially ostracised, Pauline is not 
ashamed of her status as an unmarried mother: “[S]he’s overweight and sloppy 
looking and she goes on and on about being a single parent. Even today it’s 
wiser to be discreet about that but Pauline has made a huge issue out of it, 
being Pauline.” (Dhuibhne, 7). It could be argued that Pauline regards her 
status as a single parent as the cause of her lonesome life and her sloppy 
appearance. Or, in other words, she uses her status as a lone mother as an 
excuse for her lack in style and attractive appearance. 
 
 
5.4.2 Claire Keegan: “Quare Name for a Boy” 
 
 The protagonist of Claire Keegan’s “Quare Name for a Boy”, whose 
name is not mentioned, returns to her home country Ireland from England in 
order to meet up with her former affair. They spent the week between Christmas 
and New Year together at the house of her affair’s mother. They both regarded 
their liaison as an adventure without engagement:  
 
You chatted me up over the hors d’oeuvres, fed me pâté on melba toast 
as we stood between a besequined hostess and a man in black. I was 
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your Christmas fling, a thing to break the boredom of the holidays, and 
you were mine. (Keegan, 101) 
 
However, the protagonist has very intense memories of the days the two of 
them were together. Although she talks enthusiastically about their liaison, it 
gets clear that she was solely interested in intimacy and physical closeness, not 
in him as a person: 
 
[…] I wore nothing but your clothes, your mandarin-collared shirt that 
came down to my knees, your thick, brown-heeled football socks. We 
stayed in and ate takeouts: chow mein, fresh cod and chips, beef Korma, 
the strangest Christmas food. I remember the Japanese flag hanging in 
the corner of the room, the center dipped in red like a truce gone bloody. 
The way you took it down and snapped it out, let it fall down over my 
naked body in your mother’s kingsize bed. […] We used to wake in the 
middle of the night to make love and coffee, and you didn’t have much to 
say but that was fine. (Keegan, 106) 
 
Having passed the subsequent weeks at her new home in England, the 
protagonist returns to Ireland when she finds out that she is pregnant. Her 
relatives are upset at her pregnancy and shepherd her as if she was sick:  
 
My female relatives huddle around me in the bedroom, have brought up 
tea, china cups and saucers excavated from the sideboard, the clink of 
crockery on trays. […] Now they fill their best teacups, asking about my 
future, asking, ‘What is it you do now?’ and ‘What are you going to do 
now?’ which isn’t quite the same thing. (Keegan, 101) 
 
In the protagonist’s mind, however, her relatives are the ones who should 
be pitied: “They’re tweedy, big-boned women who like to think they taught me 
right from wrong, manners, and the merits of hard work. They are flat-bellied, 
temperamental women who’ve given up and call it happiness” (Keegan, 101). 
She, thus, opposes her relatives’ traditional attitudes towards family life and 
men. She is neither prepared to be oppressed by a man, nor is she willing to be 
dependent on a male breadwinner: “I will not be the woman who shelters her 
man same as he’s a boy. That part of my people ends with me” (Keegan, 102). 
 
Instead of focusing on a secure job, the protagonist aspires to a career 
as a writer. However, she knows that it would be cleverer to look out for a man 
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who could offer her financial security: “Writing is a queer occupation, especially 
at my age. […] I’m no spring chicken any more. I should be doing something 
else by now, latching myself onto some unmarried man with a steady wage and 
a decent car” (Keegan, 102). Writing, though, is very important to her since it 
provides her with the opportunity of expressing her thoughts and her anger as 
well as coping with everyday life:  
 
They [the relatives] don’t know the half of it, don’t know the disguises I’ve 
made for them, how I took twenty years off their hard-earned faces, 
washed the honey-blond rinses out of their hair, how I put them in 
another country and changed their names. I have turned these women 
inside out like dirty old socks. The lies I’ve told. (Keegan, 102) 
 
 The protagonist’s modern lifestyle is also mirrored in they way she 
dresses. Unpacking her suitcase, her female relatives marvel at her stylish 
clothes and shoes:  
 
They lean in from the bed, the armchair, the window seat, and make 
conversation, wondering about my clothes, if my shoes are patent, my 
dresses silk. I am like an American cousin. They finger the fabric, see 
how deep the hems are, read the labels […]. (Keegan, 102) 
 
She seems to live in a different world than her kinswomen. It can be said that 
her family’s traditional way of (family) life appears to have been the reason for 
the protagonist’s emigration to England. However, no clear statement is given in 
the text. 
 
 Meeting her former affair in Dublin, the protagonist soon realises that he 
is a mere chauvinist, who does not value women, except for their housework 
skills. Furthermore, he openly presents himself as a very conservative person 
who disapproves of her living in England: “Irish girls should dislike England, 
they should stay on their own turf and raise their sons up right, stuff the chicken, 
snip the parsley, tolerate the blare of the Sunday game” (Keegan, 104). Yet, the 
protagonist tries not to argue with him, and the two of them consequently spend 
a nice day at Sandycove and the Gentleman’s Beach.  
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Sitting in a pub at the end of the day, the protagonist thinks about the 
week the two of them spent together the previous year. However, she does not 
want to appear as if she is dependent on him: “And now I wonder what it is you 
expect. Another six-day fling? I suspect you think I’m a woman who doesn’t 
have the tact to let go of a small thing like a week in your mother’s bed.” 
(Keegan, 106). When she tells him about her pregnancy, he is unable to speak 
in the beginning: “Your hand tightens around your glass. I wait for you to say 
something. I want you to say you love me, even though I don’t love you. It might 
restore the balance. If I must carry the child, the least you can do is love me.” 
(Keegan, 107). The woman, thus, finds it unfair that she is the only one who has 
to cope with the unwanted outcomes of their affair.  
 
It soon becomes obvious that her affair is too immature and too selfish to 
assume responsibility for a child. He wants to live an independent life, free of 
any obligation or responsibility: “You watch the fellows at the bar, young men in 
their early twenties with leather jackets, blue jeans, free men” (Keegan, 107). 
When the protagonist proposes the name “Daphne” for the unborn, it becomes 
clear to him that she does not consider having an abortion: “And there it is, my 
decision named. No boat trip, no roll of twenty-pound notes, no bleachy white 
waiting room with dog-eared women’s magazines at the clinic.” (Keegan, 107). 
Stating that he regarded Daphne as a “quare name for a boy” (Keegan, 108), it 
is obvious for the protagonist that she cannot accept a man like him as the 
father of her child. She is far too self-confident and proud to spend her life with 
such an immature macho who values neither her nor their unborn child:  
 
You push those cold lips into a smile. Your expression is not unlike that 
of the hurlers in the photograph, and I suspect pride. Because pride is 
something I know about. I won’t keep you away from the boys and your 
smoky, poolroom nights. […] I’ll be damned if I’ll snare you like a fox, live 
with you that way, look into your eyes some night years from now and 
discover a man whose worst regret is six furtive nights spent in his 
mother’s bed with a woman from a Christmas party. (Keegan, 108) 
 
  Keeping in mind that he presents himself as a rather conservative man 
in the beginning, his reaction is highly inconsistent. Although the story does not 
reveal whether he is in favour of an abortion, it can be assumed that he would 
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not have opposed it since he even refers to the pregnancy as a “damage” 
(Keegan, 107). 
 
 The fact that he encourages her to drink beer despite her condition, 
supports the protagonist’s view of him. However, she actually drinks the stout: 
“Our glasses touch. I drink my stout, taking comfort in the fact that there are 
minerals hidden in the white stripe of its head.” (Keegan, 108). It appears that 
the protagonist merely wants to get through the date quickly in order to leave 
her former affair and the biological father of her infant forever. She does not 
want to argue with him about the risks of drinking alcohol during the time of 
pregnancy; therefore, she swallows the stout without saying a word. However, 
one might also argue that she feels in need of alcohol in order to stand her 
affair’s immature behaviour.  
 
 Special attention should also be attributed to the name “Daphne” the 
protagonist proposes for her unborn child. In Greek mythology, Daphne, the 
daughter of the river god Peneus, was chased by Apollo, who was desperate for 
her love. Daphne, however, did not return his affection and ran from him. When 
she could not run any longer and was in danger of being caught by Apollo, her 
father helped her by transforming her into a laurel tree. In this way, she was 
able to escape Apollo’s love.221 One can assume that the name “Daphne” also 
has a deeper meaning in “Quare Name for a Boy”. The protagonist wants to 
enable her daughter to be protected from unwanted lovers and the danger of 
being seduced. She most probably wishes her child not to make the same 
mistake she has made. 
 
 
5.4.3 Maeve Binchy: “All that Matters” 
 
Manipulated by her aunt Elizabeth, the teenage protagonist Nessa Byrne 
finds herself in a conflict between her down-to-earth family and her stylish aunt: 
 
                                                 
221 Cf. Lee, n.p. 
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Nessa was torn. Did she accept the advice and become elegant like Aunt 
Elizabeth? Or did she tell her to get lost, that she was fine as she was 
with Ma and Da? She looked for a moment at her aunt, who must be 
forty-seven. She barely looked thirty. […] Nessa’s school friends had 
always admired her aunt. They had always said that she was lucky she 
had got away from Chestnut Street and done well for herself in New 
York. (Binchy, 83) 
 
However, Nessa decides to become a person of style and demands to be called 
her full name Vanessa, a fact that is ridiculed by her family. Her mother, a very 
busy woman, has to care for the family alone since her husband has a bad back 
and consequently does not go to work. For her, Nessa’s change is annoying 
and she does not have time to care about it: 
 
‘Jesus Christ, Nessa, or Va-Nessa if that’s what you want. […] I’ve been 
sitting with an east wind coming in the doors which they leave open all 
day until I have a pain all down my whole left side. I’ve heard at the 
supermarket that we may all have less hours’ work next month, and what 
will that mean to this household? Your aunt will be back shortly from 
some museum or other expecting finger bowls and linen napkins on the 
table. I don’t care if you call yourself Bambi or The Hag of Beara, 
Vanessa, I have far too much on my mind.’ (Binchy, 85) 
 
Nessa feels misunderstood and alienates herself more and more from 
her family, aunt Elizabeth becoming her new role model. Sitting with her whole 
family at supper, Vanessa feels more connected with her aunt than her direct 
relatives. For the first time, her family’s bad manners become apparent to her 
and she begins to see herself as an outsider: 
 
During supper Vanessa watched her mother, father and Eamonn and 
Sean gobbling up the shepherd’s pie. Her mother ate hastily out of 
weariness […]. Her father’s fork rose steadily up and down from the plate 
as he cocked an ear towards television in the sitting room, listening for 
the racing results. And her brothers laughed with their mouths open, the 
mashed potato smashed against their teeth. […] Vanessa never felt more 
like a traitor than that evening as she nibbled at the meat part of the pie 
and halved a tomato with her aunt. It was as if she had crossed a line, 
changed sides. (Binchy, 89) 
 
One year later, when Elizabeth again comes to Ireland for her yearly visit, 
Vanessa has changed significantly: She has become secretive and distant 
towards her parents, “a proper pain in the arse” (Binchy, 90), as her father says. 
 96
Although only 15 years of age, Vanessa has made several important 
acquaintances and is a regular guest at book launches and other cultural 
events. Vanessa is thrilled about her new life and the interesting people she 
meets. 
 
 One of these interesting acquaintances is 22-year-old Owen, who soon 
becomes more than a loose contact. When Nessa gets pregnant, however, 
Owen is not interested in the baby at all and destroys Nessa’s hopes of having 
a family with her. This incident makes her understand her aunt’s flight to the 
States: “And suddenly she understood: this must be the kind of thing that Aunt 
Elizabeth had tried to escape.” (Binchy, 92). Without thinking rationally about 
her fate, she takes the next plane to the United States in order to see her aunt. 
Her parents are completely powerless about her decision, and the parallels to 
Elizabeth’s adolescence can not be denied: “Her father said it was history 
repeating itself, just like Lizzie, gone in two minutes, and then they never saw 
her apart from her arriving back every year like some bloody duchess” (Binchy, 
92). It becomes clear, thus, that the whole family still does not know Elizabeth’s 
true reason for emigrating to the United States.  
 
 At her aunt’s address in Queens, Vanessa begins to have some doubts 
concerning her real life: “Was this it? Aunt Elizabeth couldn’t live here, surely?” 
(Binchy, 93). Once inside the apartment, her disbelief is supported:  
 
An ironing board stood at the ready and a steel clothes rail held 
garments that would be worn to work. Two faded armchairs and a single 
bed in the corner looked as if nobody had ever visited them. A tiny two-
ring burner and a sink formed the kitchen. (Binchy, 93-94) 
 
Vanessa recognises that she has just “discovered the secret life that had been 
lied about for so long” (Binchy, 94). The idealised image she had of her aunt is 
destroyed at a single blow. For Vanessa, aunt Elizabeth has been a role model, 
the person she envied and emulated. Her aunt made her believe that she had 
left Ireland for better opportunities and a better life in America. Seeing under 
what dismal circumstances her aunt really lives, Vanessa is devastated. She 
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realises that Elizabeth has lied to everyone, and she feels guilty for having 
rejected her family in favour of a life full of style and elegance:  
 
She remembered so many things that had been said: all that matters is 
to have fresh flowers; all that matters to have one piece of really good 
furniture polished with beeswax. Vanessa looked around her: compared 
to this place, Chestnut Street was like a palace. And to think that poor 
Ma had been scrubbing and cleaning to make things look right. (Binchy, 
94) 
 
Since Elizabeth emigrated because of an unwanted pregnancy, she 
immediately suspects why Vanessa comes to her. For Elizabeth, however, 
there are only two possible solutions to an unmarried pregnancy - adoption or 
abortion:  
 
[…] if it’s a termination, he and his people should pay. You have no 
money; I have no money. If not a termination then we have to think to a 
cover story and a job for you. Just remember that whatever happens, you 
can’t be allowed to ruin your life staying at home wheeling a pram up and 
down Chestnut Street, marking yourself out as a loser before your life 
has properly begun. (Binchy, 94-95) 
 
Vanessa, however, is shocked by her aunt’s dry examination of the case: “It 
was all so business-like, so authoritative […]” (Binchy, 94). 
 
 She notices that her life in Ireland is in fact much better than she has 
thought. Her aunt made her relatives believe that she spends a far better time in 
America and made them all feel inferior to her. Moreover, she talked Vanessa 
into believing that her family can not offer her a successful and joyous life. Most 
probably, this was Elizabeth’s way of feeling better, of escaping her true 
existence. Confessing the unmarried pregnancy would have destroyed the 
image of the elegant and perfect woman; moreover, it would have meant a 
social stigma. In order not to be ostracised as a single mother, Elizabeth 
decided to emigrate to the United States and to create a fake existence. 
However, she had to accept that her escape implied a life under worse 
circumstances and without the support of her family and relatives. 
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 Having found out about her aunt’s true existence and the lonely and 
cheerless life she spends in America, Vanessa recognises that she does not 
want to live her aunt’s life any more. She knows that her family at home always 
stands by her side and supports her. Moreover, Vanessa is relatively sure that 
here parents will be delighted about a new family member. She knows that she 
will not be able to raise the child herself; however, with the help of her family, 
she feels strong enough to keep her baby. Consequently, she decides to give 
birth to her child and to raise it as a single mother.  
 
 
5.4.4 Conclusion 
 
 The three short stories under consideration show very different 
approaches to the decision of raising an illegitimate child as a single mother. 
Pauline of “Wuff Wuff Wuff for de Valera!” is a student at the time she becomes 
pregnant; thus, she wants to get rid of her unwanted child as quickly as 
possible. She thinks that a baby would hinder her in living a successful and 
fulfilled life; moreover, she is afraid of her family’s and other people’s reaction. 
What is more, Pauline feels far too young to be able to raise a baby properly. As 
a consequence, she thinks about abortion and adoption as a way of covering up 
her “mistake”. In the end, she gives birth to her baby only because she cannot 
afford an abortion. Although she initially planned to offer her child for abortion, 
she decides to keep it as she feels an overwhelming connection to her son. 
 
 The protagonist of “Quare Name for a Boy”, on the other hand, is an 
adult woman. Although she does not have a permanent job, she feels able to 
raise the child alone. She is mature enough to recognise that it would be a great 
mistake to stay with her child’s biological father only to avoid the stigma of 
unmarried motherhood. The protagonist opposes Ireland’s traditional family life 
and decides that raising the baby alone is far better than staying with a man she 
neither loves nor appreciates. Her decision, therefore, proves that she is a very 
self-confident and independent woman who is not willing to be oppressed either 
by society or by a man. Abortion or adoption never come to the protagonist’s 
mind. 
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Vanessa in “All that Matters” finds herself in a similar situation as Pauline 
of “Wuff Wuff Wuff for de Valera!”. She is a teenager at the time she gets 
pregnant; furthermore, she is afraid of her parent’s reaction, too. However, what 
distinguishes Vanessa from Pauline is that she had an eye-opening experience 
which made her realise that there are more important things in life than 
reputation, wealth and appearance. She has come to notice that all that matters 
is that one is with the people one loves, and that she can always count on her 
family. In contrast to Pauline, Vanessa is greatly supported by her family and, 
regarding her aunt as a deterrent example, she is sure that she will live a happy 
life together with her family and the child she carries inside her body. 
 
 
5.5 Finding Unconventional Ways of Raising an Illegitimate Child 
 
 In the following, two short stories dealing with unconventional ways of 
raising an illegitimate child are discussed. The stories under consideration show 
very exceptional ways of secretly coping with an unwanted baby.  
 
 
5.5.1 Mary Rose Callaghan: “Windfalls” 
 
 Kay, the protagonist of “Windfalls”, can be described as the typical 
female homemaker who stays at home in order to care for her family as well as 
to look after the house:  
 
I’d be doing my morning chores: picking up my husband’s socks and 
underwear, hanging up yesterday’s rumpled pin-striped suit, when I saw 
it needed cleaning. As a good wife I checked the pockets.” (Callaghan, 
47) 
 
Describing herself as a “good wife”, she is eager to fulfil all her 
housework tasks carefully. Kay even gave up her career as a lawyer for her 
family. Being a dedicated mother and housewife, she states that “[m]otherhood 
had meant everything to me, even those cumbersome months of pregnancy. I’d 
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loved being needed, the years of school runs, of fetching and carrying” 
(Callaghan, 52).  
 
 Furthermore, Kay regards it as her duty to support her husband Tom, 
who pursues a very successful career as a doctor. She manages his business 
appointments and regularly reminds him of important meetings. Moreover, she 
takes over all housework tasks in order to enable Tom to concentrate on his 
work completely: 
 
Tom left the garden to me. He left everything to me, wedding, shopping, 
cooking, laundry. He had to be accessible to his patients. I admired his 
concern, but often he didn’t get home till late at night. (Callaghan, 49) 
 
 Having found out about her husband’s affair with a young girl called 
Desirée, Kay remains surprisingly calm. She does not confront Tom 
immediately, but needs time in order to handle the shock. Thinking about her 
husband’s unfaithfulness, Kay feels old and useless and she blames herself for 
being cheated on: 
 
All around me there was mellowness. The leaves had turned, littering the 
grass, the year was dying. Except it would come back, whereas my hair 
would stay grey. My veins would always bulge, my body sag. What could 
you do about gravity? […] I was a laundress, going grey. […] I had a 
double chin. Was that why things had tamed in the passion department? 
Or did it happen in every marriage? People never talked about it. 
(Callaghan, 52, 53) 
 
 Confronted with the fact that her husband has a child with another 
woman, Kay’s own miscarriage a few years ago comes to her mind: 
 
The truth was Ruairi [son] might’ve had a sister. But at forty I’d 
miscarried. I was devastated, but Tom had seemed relieved. Men didn’t 
want sleepless nights, nappies, mess. But now Tom was starting all over 
again. He was a good man, but never a hands-on father. What did he 
want? What did I? (Callaghan, 55) 
 
 Since Kay knows that Tom does not want any more children with her, 
she is puzzled and deeply disappointed by his baby with another woman. 
Furthermore, she cannot believe what Desirée tells her on the phone: That Tom 
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is going to marry her. However, one gets the impression that Kay is less 
concerned about the fact that she has been betrayed, but is rather worried 
about Tom’s reputation: 
 
Had Tom gone completely crackers? His name was in the hat for a 
Trinity professorship. He had published a book, dozens of articles and 
had an enormous private practice. How could he be marrying someone 
with such a young voice? (Callaghan, 49-50) 
 
Thus, even though she is cheated on and deceived, Kay’s first thoughts 
are not about her own well-being, but about her husband. This also becomes 
clear to the reader when Kay confronts Tom with her knowledge about his affair. 
Instead of being angry at him, she feels sympathy for her husband: 
 
He rakes his wild hair. ‘The strain has been terrible.’ 
I felt sorry for him. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ 
He shrugged helplessly. ‘How could I?’ (Callaghan, 57) 
 
What is more, instead of letting her husband fight for her love, Kay 
decides to strive for their marriage and her husband’s affection: “It was a 
changing world, but people still needed love more than anything. Any you only 
valued something when you were about to lose it. How could I win against 
Desirée?” (Callaghan, 55). 
 
 Meeting up with Desirée, though, Kay’s self-confidence decreases. She 
feels old and undesirable and is worried about Desirée’s youthfulness. Although 
her husband reassures Kay that he loves only her and that he does not intend 
to marry his affair, she feels uncomfortable and betrayed: 
 
All around me the impression was pink. There were pink lamp shades 
and discreet pairs of pink brochade armchairs placed around tables. […] 
From her wall portrait, an 18th-century maiden stared saucily. Why did 
everyone suddenly look so young and desirable? Even the portraits on 
the wall? (Callaghan, 57-58) 
 
 However, when meeting Desirée and her husband’s illegitimate child for 
the first time, Kay no longer regards Desirée as a rival, but immediately 
recognises that she is an inexperienced young girl who has a completely 
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different lifestyle than Kay and Tom. This becomes obvious in the fact that she 
does not even know the Vincent de Paul society, while its knowledge is self-
evident for Kay. Instead of displaying hostile behaviour towards Desirée, 
therefore, Kay shepherds her and the two of them almost develop some kind of 
mother-daughter relationship. They talk about breast-feeding and Kay explains 
Tom’s work and responsibilities to her: 
 
‘You’ll need to know how things work. There’s lots to learn. Now, 
holidays for instance - Tom goes to Lourdes and Lough Derg. They have 
dry toast there and no milk in their tea.’ (Callaghan, 59) 
 
By describing to Desirée all the tasks a married woman has to fulfil, Kay tries to 
alienate Desirée from her wish to get married to Tom. Yet, she does not want to 
leave her and the baby on their own either; therefore she proposes that they 
both should move into their house. By forgiving her husband and Desirée, Kay 
herself also benefits. She can hand over many of her responsibilities to Desirée 
and, consequently, live a more independent life: 
 
‘I’m off to Greece! Think of all the freedom I’ll have! No more cooking. 
Don’t worry, I’ll show you how everything works - the washing-machine’s 
quirky. There’s a bit of laundry, by the way. Our elder son leaves in his 
mending too. And ironing. He’ll keep you busy. You’ll be there on your 
own a lot. But the birds are company. And there’s the daily lady to look 
after - that’s when she shows up. You drive? No? Oh, dear, that could be 
a problem. Tom doesn’t get home early. Oh, the dogs need to be walked. 
And fed twice a day. And the cats once. […]’ (Callaghan, 59) 
 
By showing that it is important to forgive the people you love, Kay has 
also achieved that Tom now accepts their son’s homosexuality. Furthermore, 
Tom has become more dedicated and values his family more than ever before. 
Desirée has fortunately found a boyfriend and refrains from marrying Tom. 
Owing to Kay’s commitment and forgiveness, the affair has a happy ending for 
the entire family: 
 
Coincidentally Desirée’s keen on gardening and helps me when not 
looking after Lucy. She’s walking now, and Desirée has found a 
boyfriend her own age. I’ve become a sort of grandmother to my 
husband’s daughter, which is another Christmas cracker riddle. Tom is 
more and more dedicated to others. Except now he’s a bit careful about 
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giving lifts. But there have been other windfalls. Ruairi comes home now. 
He and Ken are good with children. (Callaghan, 60) 
 
Kay can be regarded as the one who holds the kin together. Without her 
dedication, Tom’s affair could have destroyed the whole family. Kay can be 
characterised as a very wise, powerful and strong person. She accepts her 
husband’s affair and, instead of fighting with her rival, invites her to stay at their 
house together. However, her actions could also be regarded as pointing 
towards a weak personality: Kay chooses the easiest way out by swallowing her 
pride and tolerating the affair. She does not want to risk the family’s good public 
reputation and therefore tries to cover up her husband’s infidelity. She wishes to 
keep up the picture of the big Irish family by all means. In order not to expose 
her husband as unfaithful, she supports Desirée in raising her child and acts as 
“a sort of grandmother to [her] husband’s daughter” (Callaghan, 60).  
 
Although Kay is presented as the traditional Irish housewife, she has a 
relatively modern attitude towards divorce. Unlike her husband, she supported 
the pro-divorce movement at the referendum in 1995. Her open-minded and 
tolerant attitude also becomes evident in the fact that she accepts Ruairi’s 
homosexuality, whereas her husband rejects him for being gay. Kay is able to 
forgive people and take them as they are. As a consequence, she does not 
leave Desirée alone with the baby but accepts them as new family members.  
 
Tom, on the other hand, is described as a very conservative person and 
a staunch Catholic. As a successful psychiatrist, he enjoys great wealth and 
esteem and is in the limelight of Irish society. He has been nominated for a 
Trinity professorship and has authored many scholarly articles. Tom O’Reilly is 
presented as the typical Irish male breadwinner who regards his job as his only 
responsibility and, consequently, leaves all the housework to his wife who gave 
up her own career in favour of her family. As Tom seems to be a rather egoistic 
and stubborn character, Kay has to accept other drawbacks as well: Even 
though Kay is not satisfied with their sexual life, Tom refrains from seeing a 
doctor: “When I suggested professional help, Tom had snapped, ‘I am a 
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professional!’ You never met a cobbler with a decent pair of shoes.” (Callaghan, 
53).  
 
Considering his unfaithfulness towards his wife Kay, Tom is portrayed as 
a very ambivalent character. His actions clearly contradict his moral values. As 
a strict Catholic, he voted against divorce; moreover, he cannot accept his son’s 
homosexuality and regards it almost as an illness which could be cured by 
“popping a pill” (Callaghan, 55). On the other hand, he cheats on his wife and, 
consequently, risks their marriage. What is more, Tom presents himself as very 
inept as far as the concealment of his affair is concerned. Although he knows 
that his wife empties his pockets before washing, he does not hide the pram 
receipt and Desirée’s telephone number. Therefore, Kay’s discovery of the affair 
was just a matter of time.  
 
Shifting the focus on the relationship between Kay and her husband 
Tom, it can be stated that the two of them find themselves in a marriage crisis. 
Tom has become rather careless about his wife, and the two of them do not 
spend much time together since he always comes home late. Although Kay has 
great respect for his work, she sometimes feels neglected by him. This can be 
seen in the fact that he does not go to Greece with her, although it has been 
one of her greatest wishes. Moreover, he does not notice her new hairstyle. 
 
As far as his affair Desirée is concerned, her French name already points 
towards the feeling she has evoked in Tom O’Reilly: Desire. It was most 
certainly sexual desire only and the thrill of a sexual adventure that made him 
start an affair with her.222 Desirée is characterised as a very naïve girl since she 
believes that Tom is going to leave his wife for her. However, it is her helpless 
and inexperienced behaviour which makes Kay feel sympathy for her. Thus, 
Desirée turned from a rival into a virtual daughter.  
 
Particular attention should also be paid to the story’s title. The word 
“windfall” denotes “a piece of fruit blown down from a tree” (Cambridge 
                                                 
222 For a similar interpretation see Fasching, 79. 
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Advanced Learner’s Dictionary). The choice of title can be interpreted as 
follows: Kay regards herself as old, undesirable and useless; thus, it is 
reasonable to argue that she feels like “windfall”, a fruit that has dropped from a 
tree and thus is about to become rotten. In contrast, her opponent Desirée is a 
young and fresh “fruit” that slowly ripens. Desirée is in the prime of her life, 
whereas Kay feels old and grey.223  
 
 
5.5.2 Julia O’Faolain: “Rum and Coke” 
 
 At the time of narration, Declan Leary, the 20-year-old protagonist of the 
story, nervously awaits the birth of the child he passes off as his own. In a 
flashback he thinks about the past months, which reveal his father’s ambivalent 
lifestyle and thus completely change Declan’s life. His father, a staunch Catholic 
senator, pretends that he lives an exemplary Christian life. When Declan is 19, 
though, he experiences his father’s hypocrisy for the first time: 
 
[…] my father asked me to pour him a drink: Coke and rum. That 
surprised me because of his being a teetotaller. He grinned and so did 
my mother […] He said he wanted me, during his stay at the castle, to do 
what trusted barmen around the country had been doing for years: slip a 
sizeable snort of rum into his Coca Cola but charge whoever was 
standing drinks for the coke only. Later, he would drop by and pay the 
difference. The common interest came before that of the individual. And 
he, a man in the public eye, must neither alienate voters nor weaken his 
own influence for good. (O’Faolain, 103-104) 
 
His good public reputation is, thus, more important to Frank Leary than 
the adherence to Catholic principles: He deceives not only his voters and 
colleagues, but also his family. Frank’s whole life is coined by his ambivalence: 
On the outside, he presents himself as the strict Catholic with high moral 
values; on the inside, however, he drinks alcohol, scares away some of his 
children and is unfaithful to his wife. His success as far as his career as well as 
his affair to a much younger woman is concerned can partially be attributed to 
his great looks and charm:  
                                                 
223 For a similar interpretation see Fasching, 81. 
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He was fifty-seven but looked younger, in a Cary Grant sort of way: silver 
wings to his hair, white teeth, big frame, flat belly. He had a good tailor 
and could, as the saying goes, charm the birds of the trees. (O’Faolain, 
104) 
 
 For Declan, his father is a role model, the person he admires and 
emulates. Since Frank has great expectations of him, Declan is afraid that he 
cannot meet his demands. However, he tries hard since he is “desperate to 
impress him” (O’Faolain, 105). 
 
 Declan’s mother is a very conservative person, too. She is an officer of 
the League to Save the Unborn Child and thus actively campaigns against 
abortion. Strikingly, however, she seems to support her husband in his 
hypocritical actions: She knows that her husband presents himself as another 
person in public and just grins when he secretly orders “Coke and rum”. In light 
of her husband’s hypocrisy, however, one could also critically question her 
membership in the League to Save the Unborn Child for it could likewise serve 
as a way of showing their conservative attitude to the public, without being 
sincerely committed to the cause. 
 
 When Declan gets introduced to Artemis Sheehy, the receptionist, he is 
overwhelmed by her looks immediately:  
 
I told myself that I was imagining it and took her hand in a forthright grip. 
She was one of those slim, quivery girls who shy like deer and have a 
curtain of dark hair for hiding behind. I guessed her to be my age or 
maybe a bit older. More importantly, she was a beauty. My Stendhalian 
summer partner? Why not? (O’Faolain, 107) 
 
This quote makes clear that Declan feels a special connection between the two 
of them right from the beginning. As the last sentences reveal, he can even 
imagine a love affair with her. In the further course of the story, Declan develops 
sincere feelings for Artemis and even openly flirts with her. Artemis, however, is 
always very reserved and “shy like deer” (O’Faolain, 107). Her shyness can 
most probably be attributed to the fact that she has had an affair with Declan’s 
father for several years.  
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 Detecting her with his father in Artemis’s bedroom, Declan is 
dumbfounded. The fact that Artemis has an affair with his father is difficult to 
grasp for him in the beginning: 
 
I […] arrived at his door just as Miss Sheehy emerged from it - or rather 
just as she started to emerge, for when she saw me she ducked back in. 
That was hard to misinterpret and froze me in my tracks. I mean if she 
had said ‘Hello Declan’ and that she had been answering a room-service 
call, I would have believed her. I would have accepted every plausible 
story because I was thinking of her in terms of my own designs, not his 
[…]. (O’Faolain, 108) 
 
In this ill-fated night, Frank has a heart attack and Artemis does not dare 
to call a doctor out of fear that their love relationship will be detected. Seeing 
Declan, Artemis is in a panic about the fact that her affair has now been 
revealed, and she asks him to help her cover up the liaison from others. Having 
found out about his father’s unfaithfulness, Declan is at odds with his own 
feelings: 
 
I was in a sweat of filial guilt: unfounded, to be sure, but my feelings had 
run amok. My father’s poor, vulnerable, open eyes stared glassily and 
saw neither of us. Oh God, I prayed, don’t let him die. Not here. Not for 
years! Please, God! At the same time I was furious with him. For what 
about my mother? Did she know […]? (O’Faolain, 109-110) 
 
 When Artemis tells him that she is pregnant, he is stunned. He cannot 
understand why his father secretly drinks alcohol, saying that “what the eye 
didn’t see didn’t matter” (O’Faolain, 104), but that he does not use contraception 
when having a secret affair with a much younger woman.  
 
[C]ould he be such a fool? ‘You mean you didn’t use anything?’ 
Condoning the use of artificial contraceptives led, said the League to 
Save the Unborn Child, to condoning abortion. Changing our legislation 
would open the sluice gates. I knew the arguments by heart. But what 
about the principle what the eye didn’t see? (O’Faolain, 110) 
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 Seeing Artemis cry, Declan’s feelings range between sympathy for her 
and his father and bottomless hatred: “Red-eyed, feverish mistress! Outcast, 
beautiful Miss Sheehy” (O’Faolain, 110).  
 
 Only after Frank Leary’s death, Declan is able to free himself from his 
father’s domination. He always tried to convince himself of the fact that he likes 
his father and stands behind his actions. Liberated from his oppression, 
however, he states that he “suddenly realized that I dislike him deeply and had, 
unknown to myself, done so for years. No wonder my brothers had fled to 
Australia and Ecuador” (O’Faolain, 112). When he hears people mourning 
about his death, complaining about what an iniquity it was “to see a clean-living 
teetotaller […] struck down when the town was full of drunks whose blood 
pressure seemed not to give them a moment’s trouble” (O’Faolain, 112), he is 
annoyed at his father’s hypocrisy. His mother, however, finds a lot of 
consolation in such sentences. Declan knows that she too has been oppressed 
by his father for years: “My sister’s opinion is that she’s been emotionally 
lobotomized. By whom?” (113). As a consequence, he does not want to hurt her 
by revealing the truth about his father’s life.  
 
 As far as Artemis is concerned, Declan exploits his privileged position 
since he knows that she is dependent on him in order to get information about 
Frank. He even openly criticises her as well as his father for he is aware of his 
dominant position. However, soon he himself recognises the parallels to his 
father’s oppressing behaviour: “It struck me, as I walked morosely back to my 
hotel, that I was beginning to act like him. Ruthless and masterful. I hated 
myself” (O’Faolain, 114). Although he is aware of his father’s tyranny, he often 
detects that he himself acts in a similar manner. As Declan was his father’s 
favourite son, the one on “whom [his] father’s hopes focus[ed]” (O’Faolain, 105), 
he has been greatly influenced by him for years. The resemblance of their 
characters, thus, is hardly surprising. 
 
 After Frank’s death, Declan and Artemis decide that it is the best for her 
as well as the child to marry and pretend that the child is Declan’s. Declan 
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knows that Artemis will spend a happier life with him than she would have done 
with his father since their liaison would have to be kept secret forever.  
 
If he had lived, what would she have done? Gone to somewhere like 
Liverpool to have her child, then given it out for adoption? Or raised it in 
resentful solitude on the income he would feel frightened - if compos 
mentis - into coughing up? Taken an ‘abortion flight’’ to London? 
(O’Faolain, 115) 
 
 Since Declan has been fascinated by Artemis from the first time he saw 
her, it is legitimate to assume that his decision is not merely an altruistic one: 
Besides ensuring that the girl as well as the child can live a normal life, it means 
the chance to stay together with Artemis. However, it could also be argued that 
Declan exploits Artemis’s weak and helpless position in order to get close to 
her. Therefore, it could be stated that Artemis only married him in order to avoid 
the stigma attached to lone motherhood as well as to enjoy the financial safety 
marriage offers her. Furthermore, as Declan himself admits to be very similar to 
his father, the question arises whether Artemis only sees her love Frank in him. 
This doubt is also shared by Declan: “Of course I rejoice in Artemis’s love, 
though here too a shiver of doubt torments me: does she see him in me? Am I 
two people for her?” (O’Faolain, 116). For the reader, consequently, it is not 
clear whether Artemis married him because of love or whether it was just a 
marriage of convenience. 
 
 By marrying Artemis, Declan offers her as well as his father’s baby a 
better future. He decides to care for the baby as if it was his own. Although he 
disliked his father for his hypocrisy, he does not want to reveal his affair after his 
death. He knows that his mother would suffer endlessly and decides to spare 
her the pain. Instead, he introduces Artemis as his new wife to her and 
surprises her with the announcement of the upcoming birth of their child:  
 
[O]nce we faced my mother with the fait accompli of our runaway 
marriage- registry office in London, followed by a conciliatory Church 
ceremony back home - Artemis became part of the household which, for 
three years, she had bee forbidden to phone. […] Any minute now my 
mother will phone with news of my new brother’s entry under false 
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colours into the Leary clan. Brother masquerading as son, he will be born 
under the true Leary sign of duplicitous duality. (O’Faolain, 115) 
 
 In this way, Declan achieves a happy ending of his father’s extra-marital 
affair for everyone involved: Declan is married to the girl he loves, Artemis and 
the baby can live a normal family life without being ostracised, Declan’s mother 
is glad about the new family relations and his dead father’s good reputation is 
preserved. 
 
 Furthermore, Declan now campaigns for Family Planning, free 
contraception as well as abortion and divorce. He has experienced that it is 
important to provide people with access to means of contraception and abortion 
if they see no other way out. 
 
 Another interesting detail is the fact that Artemis and Declan call the baby 
Frank, after Declan’s father. This might indicate that they do not want to forget 
the baby’s biological father but be always reminded of him through the child. 
However, one could also argue that Artemis still loves Frank and regards their 
baby as her only remaining connection to him.  
 
 
5.5.3 Conclusion 
 
In the stories analysed, the reasons for raising the illegitimate child in an 
unconventional way are alike: The stigma of illegitimacy should be avoided and 
the good public reputation maintained. The unfaithful men of the stories are 
similar as well: Both men occupy a very successful career and are in the public 
eye. They secretly have affairs with much younger women who are inferior and 
work in comparatively lower-skilled jobs. Furthermore, they both act as 
exemplary pillars of society on the outside, but secretly live against their 
conservative principles on the inside. 
 
In the case of Tom O’Reilly of “Windfalls”, his wife Kay finds out about his 
affair by coincidence. In order not to risk their good public reputation and her 
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husband’s well-paid job, she decides to accept his affair as well as the baby 
secretly. For Kay, it is of utmost importance to keep her husband’s affair from 
the public. Moreover, she wants to help Desirée with raising the child in order to 
enable her to live a successful life without being stigmatised as a lone mother. 
Kay, however, does not act merely altruistically, but also helps herself by 
handing over many responsibilities to the new family member Desirée. 
 
Frank Leary in “Rum and Coke”, on the other hand, manages to keep his 
affair secret from his wife during his lifetime. His son Declan refrains from telling 
her about the liaison since he does not want to hurt her. In order to support 
Artemis and offer her financial as well as social safety, he marries her and 
pretends to be the father of her unborn child. In other words, he decides to raise 
his stepbrother as his son. For Declan, it is important to save Artemis and the 
child from the stigma of illegitimacy; moreover, he does not want to reveal his 
father’s hypocrisy and hence destroy his reputation after his death.  
 
To conclude, in both stories the main reason for keeping the extra-marital 
affair secret is the preservation of the good public reputation. Moreover, both 
unmarried mothers are offered the opportunity to raise their children in intact 
families. Consequently, they are enabled to live a normal life without being 
excluded from society as single mothers. What is more, the protagonists of the 
stories can profit from this hide-and-seek: Kay is able to live a more 
independent life since she hands over many of her responsibilities to Desirée. 
Declan marries his love Artemis and is probably going to spend his entire life 
with her. 
 
 As a further remark, it should be noted that both of the stories analysed 
describe situations which might happen in reality, even though this is highly 
improbable. Both “Windfalls” and “Rum and Coke” portray relatively extreme 
and uncommon ways of secretly dealing with an extra-marital pregnancy. The 
exaggerated portrayal of the protagonists as well as of the incidents entails 
several humorous and comic elements, as for instance Artemis’s desperate 
attempt to secretly drag Frank Leary back into his own room. 
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6. General Conclusion 
 
 The texts analysed in the course of this thesis show how extra-marital 
and unmarried pregnancies are depicted in short fiction by contemporary Irish 
women writers. In light of the discussion of Ireland’s legal, political as well as 
social treatment of unmarried mothers as outlined in chapter 2, it can be 
concluded that the stories analysed realistically show Ireland’s strict attitude 
towards unmarried motherhood. The texts display real aspects of 20th and 21st-
century Irish society. Moreover, they treat authentic ways of coping with 
unmarried motherhood: Adoption, abortion, manslaughter and single 
motherhood. 
 
 Only the stories of subchapter 5.5 could be considered as breaking 
ranks. As indicated in the chapter’s heading, the stories deal with 
unconventional ways of coping with an illegitimate pregnancy; thus, the 
decisions made can hardly be applied to reality. Although it is legitimate to 
assume that Mary Rose Callaghan’s “Windfalls” as well as Julia O’Faolain’s 
“Rum and Coke” are two invented fictional stories, it would be wrong to discount 
them as mere fantasy works as they authentically portray the fear and despair 
attached to an extra-marital pregnancy. Furthermore, what becomes clear from 
analysing these as well as the other stories is that an unmarried or extra-marital 
pregnancy always meant a huge danger to a person’s or a whole family’s 
reputation. To avoid the stigma of illegitimacy and the destruction of one’s 
esteem, it was inevitable to keep an illegitimate pregnancy secret.  
 
 The analysis of the short stories chosen has shown that the women 
writers under consideration all deal authentically and realistically with the 
matters of illegitimate pregnancies and children. A considerable number of 
stories analysed even include real historical events, such as the divorce 
referendum, anti-abortion laws, family planning legislation or laws and 
regulations concerning contraception. Consequently, the stories must not be 
regarded as merely fictional works, but realistic narratives with a claim to 
authenticity. The stories can thus be seen as a realistic portrayal of the life and 
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fate of Irish women who became pregnant outside wedlock. They draw a vivid 
picture of the bitter hardships, the social exclusion as well as the anxieties 
unmarried mothers had and partially still have to endure. 
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Appendix:    Short Biographies of the Authors 
 
 
Mary Lavin 
 
 Mary Lavin was born in Walpole, Massachusetts in 1912 and spent the 
first years of her life in the United States. In 1922, the family moved to Galway, 
where Lavin went to Loreto Convent School. After completing her MA at 
University College Dublin, she wrote her first story “Miss Holland”. Besides 
writing, Lavin worked as a teacher until she married the lawyer William Walsh in 
1942. When her husband died ten years later, he left Lavin alone with their farm 
and three little children. She consequently spent most of her time raising her 
children, working on the farm and writing. For her works, Lavin received many 
awards, for instance the James Tate Memorial Prize, Guggenheim Fellowships 
or the Irish American Foundation Award. In 1968, she was granted an honorary 
doctorate from University College Dublin. One year later, she married Michael 
MacDonald Scott. Moreover, Mary Lavin was president of the Irish PEN (an 
organisation for Poets, Playwrights, Essayists, Editors and Novelists) and of the 
Irish Academy of Letters. Her last story “A Family Likeness” was published in 
1979. In 1996, she died at the age of 80.224 
 
 
Julia O’Faolain 
 
Julia O’Faolain was born in 1932 in England. She grew up in a family of 
writers: Her mother wrote children’s stories and her father, Sean O’Faolain, 
edited a journal which dealt with new Irish writing and was a famous writer. Julia 
O’Faolain studied at University College in Dublin and spent some time in Rome 
and Paris, before her father advised her to write about her experiences abroad. 
The result was her first novel “Godded and Codded” (1970). Over the years, 
O’Faolain wrote four more novels, numerous short story collections and a 
documentary history of women.225 Her most popular novel, “No Country for 
                                                 
224 Cf. Felter, “Lavin“, 179-180. 
225 Cf. Weekes, “Treasures“, 286. 
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Young Men” was published in 1980 and short-listed for the Booker Prize.226 Her 
writings deal, amongst others, with the social structures of the 1960s and the 
Troubles. Her short stories are set in Ireland, England, Italy and the United 
States and reflect O’Faolain’s cosmopolitan life style: She is married to an 
Italian-American and spends her time either in London or Los Angeles.227  
 
Several of her short stories deal with marriage and sexual relations, as 
well as sexual denial and violence. She is particularly praised for her depiction 
of the complexities of human action, as well as her sense of humour.228  
 
 
Mary Rose Callaghan 
 
Mary Rose Callaghan was born in Dublin on 23 January 1944. She spent 
most of her childhood on a farm in the Irish Republic together with her six 
siblings. Although she describes her girlhood as happy time, she was aware of 
the terrible poverty around her. This largely influenced her later writing. Having 
completed school, Callaghan jobbed in different sectors and later decided to 
study. After receiving her Bachelor’s degree in 1968, she worked as a teacher 
in Dublin and England. In 1979, Callaghan married her former professor Robert 
Hogan and moved with him to the United States. There, she began her writing 
career earnestly. In 1984, her first novel “Mothers” was published, which deals 
with the life of three unwed mothers.229 While writing, Callaghan also worked as 
a contributing editor for the “Journal of Irish Literature” and was associate editor 
for two editions of the “Dictionary of Irish Literature”. With her husband, she 
spent half of the year in Newark, Delaware and half in Dublin. Since 1993, 
Callaghan has been living in Bray.230 
 
 Mary Rose Callaghan’s writings primarily concentrate on relationships 
between women and their mothers, their siblings and with each other, as well as 
                                                 
226 Cf. Weekes, “O’Faolain”, 284. 
227 Cf. Weekes, “Treasures“, 287. 
228 Cf. Weekes, “O’Faolain”, 285. 
229 Cf. http://www.bookrags.com/biography/mary-rose-callaghan-dlb/1.html, n.p.  
230 Cf. Felter, “Callaghan”, 54. 
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with their fathers, lovers, husbands and brothers.231 She is most noted for her 
control of point of view, her humour and her characterisation. Her plots, 
although dealing with serious topics, are often “wild and quirky” (Felter, 
“Callaghan”, 54).232 
 
 
Claire Keegan 
 
 Claire Keegan spent her childhood on a farm in Wicklow as the youngest  
child of a large Catholic family. At the age of 17, she began to study English 
literature and political science at Loyola University. She also received a 
Master’s degree in teaching and creative writing at the University of Wales at 
Cardiff and an M.Phil. from Trinity College in Dublin. For her writings, Keegan 
earned numerous awards, including the Kilkenny Prize, the Rooney Prize for 
Irish Literature or the Macaulay Fellowship. Her first collection of short stories, 
“Antarctica” (1999) was a huge success and was translated into Chinese, Italian 
and German. Keegan also made a name for herself as a teacher. She was 
writer-in-residence at University College Dublin, University College Cork and 
Dublin City University. Her stories have been published in numerous journals 
and anthologies, for instance “The Faber Book of Best New Irish Stories”, 
“Granta” or “The Paris Review”. Today, Keegan lives a quiet life in rural 
Ireland.233 
 
 
Éilís Ní Dhuibhne 
 
Éilís Ní Dhuibhne was born in 1954 and has been interested in fiction 
since she was seven or eight years old.234 Her father was a native speaker of 
Irish, and Ní Dhuibhne has been able to speak Irish since the age of four.235 
She went to school in Dublin and later studied at University College. During her 
                                                 
231 Cf. http://www.bookrags.com/biography/mary-rose-callaghan-dlb/1.html, n.p. 
232 Cf. Felter, “Callaghan”, 54. 
233 Cf. http://freshfiction.com/author.php?id=19712. 
234 Cf. Weekes, “Treasures“, 255. 
235 Cf. Wightman, 256. 
 127
studies, several of her short stories got published in the “New Irish Writing”-
page of the “Irish Press”. However, Ní Dhuibhne used a pseudonym for some of 
her writings since she thought that her works about sexual relationships and 
love could cause trouble with the nuns who had encouraged her writing. She is 
very interested in her Irish roots, the linguistic doubleness and Irish folklore.236 
Her first short story “The Green Fuse” was published when Éilís Ní Dhuibhne 
was 19 years old. Her first collection of short stories “Blood and Water” came 
out in 1988. She is married to the Swedish folklorist Bo Almquist and has two 
sons. She has published numerous collections of short stories, two novels in 
English and two in Irish, plays, children’s books and scholarly articles. Her novel 
“The Dancers Dancing” was short-listed for the Orange Prize in 2000.237 
 
 
Marita Conlon-McKenna 
 
 Marita Conlon-McKenna was born in 1956 in Goatstown and went to 
school at the Convent of the Sacred Heart in Mount Anville. She later worked at 
her family’s bank and a travel agency. In 1977, she married James McKenna, 
with whom she has four children. Conlon-McKenna has always been interested 
in Irish history, particularly the Famine period. This inspired the writing of her 
first book, “Under the Hawthorne Tree”, which was published in 1990 and 
immediately became a huge success. The book was translated into numerous 
languages, including Japanese and Irish, and remained in the Irish Bestseller 
List for more than two years. Conlon-McKenna continued writing and published 
several more books for children, which also became a success. She has won 
numerous awards for her writings, including the International Reading 
Association Award, the Reading Association of Ireland Award and the Bisto 
Book of the Year Award. Moreover, her writings are highly valued by the 
Austrian readership - she consequently was awarded the “Österreichischer 
Kinder- und Jugendbuchpreis”.238 
 
                                                 
236 Cf. Weekes, “Treasures“, 255. 
237 Cf. Wightman, 256-257. 
238 Cf. http://www.obrien.ie/author.cfm?authorid=59. 
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Maeve Binchy 
 
 Maeve Binchy was born in 1940 in Dalkey as the eldest of four children. 
In 1961, she finished her studies of French and History at University College 
Dublin. After graduation, she worked some time as a teacher before she 
became engaged in the writing process. She gave up teaching and became a 
writer. In 1968, she was offered a job as correspondent for the “Irish Times” in 
London. Some years later, she married Gordon Snell, an author of children’s 
stories. Maeve Binchy started writing plays and short stories, but also published 
several novels, of which the first was “Light a Penny Candle” (1982). Several of 
her stories were adapted for movies. In 1999, she was honoured with the 
Lifetime Achievement Award. Most of Binchy’s works are set in Ireland, and 
prevalent themes include romance, opportunities and taking chances. 
Moreover, she addresses controversial issues and examines contemporary Irish 
society.239 
 
 
Eithne McGuinness 
 
 Eithne McGuinness was a playwright and actor, mainly known as “Sister 
Clementine” in the film “The Magdalene Sisters” (2002). After attending 
secondary school in Dublin, she worked in a hotel and spent some time in the 
United States. In the 1990s, she returned to Dublin in order to concentrate on 
her career. McGuinness wrote and performed one-woman pieces, a niche in 
Dublin’s theatre community, and worked with many different theatres. Besides 
her life as an actress, McGuinness had a passion for writing. She wrote 
humorous plays about morally and politically complex themes, such as the 
Easter Rising. In 2004, she began to study creative writing at Trinity College in 
Dublin. Eithne McGuinness died of cancer in 2010, at the age of 48.240  
 
 
 
                                                 
239 Cf. Steinberger, 20-21. 
240 Cf. Gallagher, n.p. 
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German Summary / Deutsche Zusammenfassung 
 
 
Die vorliegende Arbeit beschäftigt sich mit der Darstellung von un- und 
außerehelichen Schwangerschaften in ausgewählten Kurzgeschichten 
zeitgenössischer irischer Schriftstellerinnen. Die Werke wurden im Kontext der 
irischen Zeitgeschichte sowie Gesetzgebung und gesellschaftlicher Normen 
gelesen und analysiert. 
 
Die einführenden Kapitel bieten einen historischen Überblick über Irlands 
strenge Gesetze in Bezug auf Sexualität, Verhütung und Abtreibung. Besonders 
im ersten Teil des 20. Jahrhunderts hatte die Katholische Kirche eine sehr 
dominante Position inne. Die Kirche übte hohen Druck auf irische Frauen und 
Mädchen aus und verbot jeglichen Zugang zu Verhütung sowie zu 
Informationen über Sexualität. Wurde eine Frau unehelich schwanger, so war 
es nicht selten, dass sie von ihrer eigenen Familie verstoßen wurde. Sie wurde 
gesellschaftlich geächtet und hatte keinerlei Perspektive für eine erfolgreiche 
Zukunft. Uneheliche Kinder, oft auch „Bastarde“ genannt, wurden von Beginn 
ihres Lebens marginalisiert und diskriminiert. Viele Mütter unehelicher Kinder 
wurden von ihren Familien oder der Kirche gezwungen, für ihre Sünden in 
sogenannten Arbeitshäusern (“workhouses“) oder den irischen “Magdalen 
Asylums“ zu büßen. Hunderte Frauen und Kinder verbrachten ihr gesamtes 
Leben in diesen Institutionen, wo sie zu besseren Menschen erzogen werden 
sollten.  
 
Die Analyse der ausgewählten Kurzgeschichten zeigt auf, wie 
zeitgenössische irische Schriftstellerinnen das Thema unehelicher, ungewollter 
Schwangerschaften in ihren Werken verarbeiten und widerspiegeln. Die 
analysierten Kurzgeschichten wurden 1943 bzw. zwischen 1997 und 2006 
veröffentlicht und handeln alle von ungewollten außer- und unehelichen 
Schwangerschaften im 20. und 21. Jahrhundert. Die Texte zeigen 
unterschiedliche Wege mit einer - immer noch sozial verpönten - un- oder 
außerehelichen Schwangerschaft umzugehen: Einige Protagonisten 
entscheiden sich dafür, das Baby zur Adoption freizugeben, andere sehen eine 
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Abtreibung als die beste Lösung des „Problems“. Die Protagonistin eines 
weiteren Texts ist gerade mit ihrem vierten unehelichen Kind schwanger, als sie 
von ihren Brüdern verstoßen wird und in weiterer Folge gemeinsam mit ihrem 
Baby erfriert. Andere analysierte Kurzgeschichten handeln von unverheirateten 
Müttern, die sich dazu entschließen, ihre Kinder alleine großzuziehen, obwohl 
das gesellschaftlichen Hohn mit sich bringt. Das letzte Unterkapitel behandelt 
Texte, in denen unkonventionelle Wege gefunden wurden, ein außereheliches 
Kind im Geheimen großzuziehen.  
 
Allen Texten ist gemeinsam, dass eine uneheliche Schwangerschaft 
immer als ein großes Problem oder Katastrophe für eine ganze Familie 
angesehen wird. Die Protagonisten reagieren panisch und fürchten die 
Reaktionen der eigenen Familie sowie des weiteren sozialen Umfelds. Aus 
diesem Grund entscheiden sich viele der Protagonisten dazu, niemandem 
etwas von der Schwangerschaft zu erzählen und das ungewollte Kind heimlich 
„loszuwerden“. Da ein außereheliches Kind nicht nur Ehen, sondern auch 
ganze Karrieren und öffentliches Ansehen zerstören konnte, werden die 
ungewollten Kinder in manchen analysierten Kurzgeschichten heimlich 
aufgezogen und sogar als eheliche Kinder oder Geschwister ausgegeben.  
 
 Die analysierten Kurzgeschichten erheben fast alle den Anspruch auf 
Authentizität. Einige Texte beziehen sich auf reelle Ereignisse und 
zeitgenössische Gesetzeserlässe in Irlands Geschichte. Die Werke dürfen 
daher nicht als bloße Fiktion abgetan werden, sondern sind realistische 
Milieustudien, die ein lebendiges und authentisches Bild irischer Frauen 
zeichnen, die allein mit einer ungewollten Schwangerschaft fertig werden 
müssen.  
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